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Dear Readers! 
With many others, you may be reading this 
on a paper – still warm off the printer – or 
on a digital screen in some form or other. 
Indeed, most of you are probably not hol-
ding a physical copy of Theofilos in your 
hands as you are reading these words!  

It is now a universal trend that academic 
as well as popular texts are increa singly 
being published on various digital plat-
forms. The editorial board of Theo filos deci-
ded to join this trend, and from this issue 
onwards we begin digital publication. The 
transition to open access was led by our 
wise and patient Chief Editor, Lars Dahle, 
and has involved new and fascinating 
insights into the nature and ethics of acade-
mic publishing.  

A consequence of all this hard work is 
that the publication dates are dramatically 
delayed in 2020. Still, in view of the attrac -
tive new format and the ongoing relevant 
content, we think it was worth waiting! 
Among other things, all articles (in due time 
also for back issues) now have their unique 
DOI-number. This is a fan tastic search tool 
for academics, and this function was a 
strong motivator to begin the process 
towards open access publishing.  

We are therefore proud and happy to be 
able to present Theofilos as a modern jour-
nal in the best sense of the word – being able 
to moderate its message in tune with the 
contemporary context and thereby reaching 
more readers than the limited paper edition 
was ever able to do.  

I hasten to add that for those who would 
like to continue to read the paper edition – 
and I am one of them! – it will be printed in 
a very limited edition and dist  ributed to 
strategically chosen libraries in Scandinavia. 
See list on the homepage (www.theofilos.no). 
This is made possible with financial support 

from Pro Fide et Christanismo.  
In the journey towards becoming an 

online journal, we have also examined the 
ethical guidelines of Theofilos, and we will 
continue to work towards ensuring a high 
quality in our editorial and peer re view pro-
cesses. Another important focus area in the 
near and far future is online marketing in 
various ways, so that news about upcoming 
issues and articles, and key related physical 
and digital events, will be made known 
more widely. 

Let me also add that from the end of 
2020 I will continue my work as co-editor 
for Theofilos as part of my role as Asso ciate 
Professor in Systematic Theo lo gy at Johan -
ne lund School of Theology. Thus, the insti-
tutional partnership between NLA Univer -
si ty College and Johanne lund has been 
streng thened. I look forward to benefit from 
the collegia of both these fine institutions in 
our ongoing editorial work with Theofilos. 
Let me add that Lars’ combination of en -
thusiasm and wisdom in Christ is important 
not only to the existence and development 
of Theo filos but to much more besides. I am 
grateful to continue to be his co-worker. 

On behalf of both of us as Editors, I 
would also like to thank the infatigable 
Sune Jäderberg at Förlaget Boken who has 
been responsible for the production and lay-
out of Theofilos since our humble begin -
nings in 2009. We appreciate his meticulous 
care for details and his great sense of humor. 
Kjetil Fyllingen, our excel lent web consul-
tant at Damaris Nor ge, established our new 
website in June 2019, and has now facilita-
ted our transition to open access with a 
steady hand.  

This first open access issue is a Supp -
lement issue based on the Veritas Re search 
Symposium at the NLA Gimle kol len Cam -
pus in Kristiansand, Norway, in October 

intro 

Welcome to the first open access issue of Theofilos
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2018. The theme is “Science, Natural 
Theology, and Christian Apolo ge tics”. It 
has been edited by our Chief Ed itor, our 
Book Editor Bjørn Hinder aker, and with 
Peter S. Williams as our Guest Editor. We 
are truly grateful for Pete’s assistance in edi-
ting all the texts and for his own substantial 
contributions, and we also extend our 

thanks to all the other contributors. So, 
with out further ado, I will let our Guest 
Editor introduce the exciting content of this 
first open access issue of Theofilos.   

Tolle et lege! 
 

Stefan Lindholm, Editor  
Uppsala, Sweden, December 2020

2

In early 2018, I proposed an annual re -
search ‘symposium’ to be held at the NLA 
Gimlekollen Campus (with academic pre-
sentations and discussion, but with coffee 
replacing the traditional Greek wine). I 
was delighted to see NLA colleagues run 
with the concept, such that the Veritas 
Re  search Symposium launched in Octo -
ber 2018 now is an annual event at the 
campus in Kristiansand, Norway. The 
symposium’s focus is research on challen-
ges, themes, and issues in Christian apolo -
getics and related missiological, theologi-
cal and philosophical areas. The sympo -
sium is closely linked to the annual Nor -
we  gian Veritas Conference.1 

The theme chosen for the inaugural 
sym posium was Science, Natural Theo lo -
gy, and Christian Apologetics. This is an 
exciting topic for interdisciplinary re search 
of key relevance to contemporary culture. 
Once we had a view of the proposed 
papers, it became clear that they fell natu-
rally into three sub-topics which we used 
to structure the Symposium: ‘Issues in 
Gene sis’, ‘Issues in Natural Theology’ and 
‘Issues in Contemporary Popular Culture’.  

Papers presented at the 2018 sympo -
sium were subsequently read and com-
mented upon by the co-editors of this 
Supplement issue of Theofilos (Chief Edi -
tor Lars Dahle, Book Editor Bjørn Hin der -
aker and myself as Guest Editor), before 

being revised by the contributors and sub-
mitted to the standard double blind peer 
review process.  

The academia section 
The editorial and the peer review procedures 
resulted in seven academic articles from the 
Symposium. The articles cover the three topi -
cal areas mentioned above and represent a 
fascinating spectrum of positions and per-
spectives.  

Issues in Genesis 

· Jens Bruun Kofoed (Fjellhaug Inter na -
tional University College):   
‘Approach ing Genesis and science: 
Herme neutical principles and a case 
study’ 

· Gunnar Innerdal (NLA University 
Col  lege, Bergen): ‘The origin of sin – in 
dialogue with natural science’ 

Issues in Natural Theology 

· Knut-Willy Sæther (Volda University 
Col lege): ‘The apologetic fruitfulness 
of a revised natural theology’ 

· Atle Søvik (MF Norwegian School of 
Theology, Religion and Society, Oslo): 
‘How to formulate the fine-tuning 
argu ment for the existence of God?’ 

· Steinar Thorvaldsen (UiT, The Arctic 
University of Norway, Tromsø): ‘Intel -
li gent design and natural theology’ 

Introducing the Theofilos Supplement issue on Science, Natural 
Theology, and Christian Apologetics 
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Issues in Contemporary Popular 
Culture 

· Peter S. Williams (NLA University Col -
lege, Kristiansand): ‘Scientific Rebut -
tals to “Ancient Aliens” as Popular 
Alternatives to Biblical History’ 

· Margunn Serigstad Dahle (NLA Uni -
versity College, Kristiansand) and  
Ing vild Thu Kro (NLA University Col -
lege, Kristiansand): ‘“Unraveling the 
Mystery”: Assessing The Big Bang 
The o ry as a Secular Fictional Universe’ 

The other sections 
This special Supplement issue also pre-
sents a selection of thematically relevant 
contributions in the usual forum, biblos 
and nota bene sections of Theofilos.  

We are especially pleased to have recei-
ved permission to include previously 
published articles by Oxford emeritus 
pro fessor John Lennox and Genesis specia -
list C. John Collins. As keynote speaker 
at the Veritas Conference in 2018, Len -
nox visited our Symposium with an inspi-
rational greeting. The essay from Collins 
highlights some significant, and maybe 
un expected, contributions from Francis 
Schaeffer and C.S. Lewis, influential 
Christian apologists in the 20th century.  

forum 

· Peter S. Williams (NLA University 
Col lege, Kristiansand), ‘Natural Theo -
lo  gy and Science in Contemporary 
Apologetic Context: An Overview’ 

· John Lennox (University of Oxford), 
‘Science and Faith: Friendly Allies, 
Not Hostile Enemies’ (Reprinted with 
permission) 

· C. John (’Jack’) Collins (Covenant 
Theo  logical Seminary, St. Louis), 
‘Free doms and Limitations: C. S. Lewis 
and Francis Schaeffer as a Tag Team’ 
(Reprinted from Firstfruits of a New 

Cre ation: Essays in Honor of Jerram 
Barrs with permission) 

· Bjørn Hinderaker (NLA University 
Col lege, Kristiansand) and Lars Dahle 
(NLA University College, Kristian -
sand), ‘Genesis 1-3 as a Worldview 
Story: Exploring the Story and Its 
World  view with Francis A. Schaeffer, 
C. S. Lewis, and C. John Collins’ 

biblos 

· ‘Four Dozen Key Resources on Apolo -
getics and Natural Theology in an Age 
of Science’, as curated and annotated 
by Peter S. Williams (NLA University 
College, Kristiansand).  

nota bene 

· Iain Morris (Kharis Productions), 
‘How convincing is the case for God? 
The “Finnes Gud?” television series 
offers you the chance to assess it!’ 

· Finnes Gud? and The God Question 
for Starters 

A final note 
The editorial team wish to record our 
thanks to everyone involved, both with 
the 2018 Veritas Research Symposium 
and with the production of this special 
theme issue of Theofilos.  

We trust that this Supplement edition 
of Theofilos will provide an introduction 
to and overview of key issues in the inter-
disciplinary field of Science, Natural The -
o logy and Christian Apologetics, offering 
some fresh perspectives on these issues, 
whilst stimulating further reflections, a 
continued conversation, and future con-
tributions on these themes. 

 
Peter S. Williams 
Southampton, December 2020 
Guest Editor 
1 See https://veritaskonferansen.no/.



Approaching Genesis and Science: 
Hermeneutical Principles and a  

Case Study 

Jens Bruun Kofoed 
Professor of Old Testament Exegesis and Theology 

Fjellhaug International University College, Oslo, Norway 
jbk@dbi.edu 

The unlike is joined together,  
and from differences results the most beautiful harmony,  

and all things take place by strife. 
Heraclitus, Fragments 126 

Abstract: The purpose of the present paper/article is to discuss the herme-
neutic principles used in reading ‘God’s two books,’ creation and Scrip tu -
re, together. The first part of the paper outlines and recommends the her -
me  neutical principles and procedures used by Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) 
in the Copernican controversy conflict between the Church and (Chris -
tian) scientists on the right to interpret scripture and how to do this infor-
med by science. In the second part of the paper these principles and pro-
cedures are applied to a case study on the apparent conflict between the 
doctrine on common descent in evolutionary biology and the traditional 
understanding of Adam and Eve as the sole progenitors of humankind. A 
recent attempt by Joshua Swamidass to synthesize mainstream evolutionary 
theory with a high-view interpretation of Scripture is commended for allow -
ing the scientific consensus to prompt a reconsideration of the traditional 
‘spinal cord reflex’ against evolutionary understandings of humankind’s 
descent among Evangelical scholars. For the same reason it is recommen-
ded that sandboxes for interpretative and hypothesizing experimentation 
are created in both the academy and the church in order for various syn -
theses between interpretations of Scripture and scientific theories to be dis-
cussed without inquisitory strategies hindering a healthy and constructive 
debate. 

Keywords: Genesis; Evolution; Science; Adam; Creation 

academia 
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God’s Two Books 

The relationship between interpre-
tations of Genesis and (pre)scienti-
fic theories has always occupied 

Christian scholars.1 As early as the third 
century AD Anthony the Great wrote 
that ‘my book is the created nature, a one 
always at my disposal whenever I want to 
read God’s words,’2 and among the 
Church Fathers explicit mentioning of 
God’s two books, Scripture and creation, 
can be found in the writings of Basil the 
Great (c.329-379), Gregory of Nyssa 
(c.335-395), Augustine (354-430), John 
Cas sian (360-430/435), John Chrysos -
tom (347-407), Ephrem the Syrian 
(c.306-373) and Maximus the Confessor 
(c.580-662). Augustine, for example, 
regards creation as ‘a great book’3 and 
de scribes how God, who mercifully cloth -
ed naked Adam and Eve after the fall 
with a skin, likewise stretched out the ‘fir-
mament of your book’ like a skin in order 
for us to ‘read’ about his mercy.4 In the 
Middle Ages references to the two-books 
metaphor may be found in the writings 
of, among others, Bernard of Clairvaux 
(1090-1153), Hugh of St. Victor, (1096-
1141), St. Bonaventure (1217-1274), St. 
Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274), Thomas 
of Chobham (c. 1255-1327), Dante 
Alighieri (1265-1321), Thomas of Kem -
pis (1380-1471) and Raymond of Sebond 
(c. 1385-1436), and though the reformer 
Martin Luther did not use the metaphor 
itself, he clearly regarded Scripture and 
creation God’s twin revelations. In his 
commentary on Gal 4:9 he writes, for 
example, that ‘[t]here is a twofold know-
ledge of God: the general and the particu-
lar. All men have the general knowledge, 
namely, that God is, that He has created 
heaven and earth, that He is just, that He 
punishes the wicked, etc. But what God 

thinks of us, what He wants to give and 
to do to deliver us from sin and death and 
to save us – which is the particular and 
the true knowledge of God – this men do 
not know’ (Luther 1963, 399; WA 
15,608).5 Nature and history are, Luther 
argues elsewhere, larvae Dei God’s 
masks’ (WA 17,2,192; 40,1,174).6 

The purpose of the present paper is not 
to track the pedigree of the concept of 
God’s two books, but to discuss the her-
meneutic principles used in ‘reading’ 
them together. The first part of the paper 
outlines and recommends the principles 
for bringing the two ‘books’ together 
used by Galileo Galilei (1564-1642). In 
the second part of the paper the principles 
are applied to a case study on the appa-
rent conflict between the doctrine on 
common descent in evolutionary biology 
and the traditional understanding of 
Adam as the sole progenitor of human-
kind. 

The Renaissance as a 
Hermeneutical Turning Point 
In the Patristic and Middle Ages, 
Giuseppe Tanzella-Nitti argues, the idea 
of dialectic opposition between the two 
books is unknown: ‘Authors are not con-
cerned about showing or demonstrating 
their “harmony,” in the contemporary 
meaning of the word. Rather, they want 
to show their common dignity as divine 
revelation and their role to provide man-
kind with a true knowledge of the unique 
God […] The two Books are discussed 
and compared without any need for hea-
ling or rectifying any conflict’. The transi-
tion to the Renaissance, however, is a her-
meneutical turning point. ‘The develop-
ment of natural studies and experimental 
observations carried out in the late 
Renaissance,’ Tanzella-Niti continues, 
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‘introduced the idea that we can app-
roach the world of the divine without the 
mediation of sacred Scripture, of theology 
or scholastic philosophy, and  of  course  
with out  the  mediation  of  any  Church’ 
(Tanzella-Niti 2004, 14; quote from onli-
ne version).  

The hermeneutic picture painted by 
Tanzella-Nitti is slightly distorted, how -
ever, since ‘natural studies and experi-
mental observations’ was practised before 
the Renaissane, and already Augustine, 
for example, saw tensions between God’s 
two books and made efforts to harmonize 
them. Besides, outside the authority of the 
Church, such pre-scientific exercises were 
indeed practised in a ‘secular’ or ‘pagan’ 
setting, so the situation described by 
Tanzelli-Nitti only applies to pre-scien-
tists working under the auspice and aut-
hority of the Church. 

Tanzelli-Nitti is correct to argue, how -
ever, that, though God, for the Renais -
sance scientists, were still the author of 
the book of Nature, the concept of 
Nature as a book became more and more 
secularized and separated from its origi-
nal theological setting with two impor-
tant consequences. Firstly, from being a 
book ‘all men’ could read, reading the 
book of Nature now became a matter for 
scientists, as remarked, famously, by 
Galileo Galilei in his Il Saggiatore from 
1623: 

Philosophy is written in this grand 
book, the universe, which stands 
continually open to our gaze. But 
the book cannot be understood 
unless one first learns to compre-
hend the language and read the let-
ters in which it is composed. It is 
written in the language of mathe-
matics, and its characters are tri-
angles, circles and others geometric 
figures without which it is humanly 
impossible to understand a single 

word of it; without these, one wan-
ders about in a dark labyrinth 
(Galilei 1968, 232). 

Secondly, the alienation of the book of 
Nature permitted readings that eventually 
brought it into conflict with the reading 
of Scripture. And it was none other than 
Galilei himself, of course, who became 
the centerpiece of the first significant 
conflict between the Church and 
(Christian) scientists on the right to inter-
pret scripture and how to do this infor-
med by science.7 

Our interest is not so much in the theo-
logical and political specifics of that 
conflict, but, again, in how the readings 
of the two books were brought to bear on 
one another, and how (if at all) this may 
be of help in the next and still on-going 
significant conflict between readings of 
the two books, namely between creatio-
nist interpretations of Scripture and scien-
tific theories of evolution. 

A ‘creationist,’ at a broad level, is, ac -
cording to Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philo sophy: 

someone who believes in a god who 
is absolute creator of heaven and 
earth, out of nothing, by an act of 
free will. Such a deity is generally 
thought to be ‘transcendent’ mea-
ning beyond human experience, 
and constantly involved (‘imma-
nent’) in the creation, ready to 
intervene as necessary, and without 
whose constant concern the crea-
tion would cease or disappear. 
Christians, Jews, and Muslims are 
all Creationists in this sense (Ruse 
2018). 

Though the Encyclopedia proceeds to 
define creationists very narrowly as 
‘Young Earth Creationists,’ the term is 
not used by the present author (nor by, 
for example, old earth creationists or pro-
ponents of evolutionary creationism) in 

6 Approaching Genesis and Science
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this narrow definition. In its present use it 
spans positions from theistic or evolutio-
nary creationism to young earth creatio-
nism, that is, from positions that read the 
Biblical text literalistically and in conflict 
with evolutionary biology to approaches 
that allow for non-literalistic interpreta-
tions that may be compatible with evolu-
tionary understandings of the origins of 
the universe and life. 

Concordism 
The crucial question in bringing science 
and faith together is not so much whether 
God has written two books but how we 
should understand the relationship be -
tween them in our search for answers to 
the questions of origin. The various posi-
tions are often described in terms of a 
continuum from concordism to non-con-
cordism with ‘concordism’ covering app-
roaches that see a concord or agreement 
between what the two books have to say 
about the origin of cosmos, life, species 
and man, and non-concordism’ expres-
sing views that consider the two books as 
two separate sources of knowledge with 
no overlap.8 

Hugh Ross and Kenneth Samples, in 
Old Earth or Evolutionary Creation?, 
have a useful model of the continuum 
from ‘hard’ concordant via ‘soft’ concor-
dant and non-concordant approaches to 
‘hard’ non-concordant ones (Keathley, 
Stump, and Aguirre 2017, 22–24). Accor -
ding to the ‘hard’ non-concordant model 
God’s two books are two separate sour-
ces for knowledge with no overlap what-
soever. Since they address different doma-
ins (of faith and science), they may, and 
indeed do, according to this view, provide 
different explanations of life’s origin wit-
hout these explanations contradicting 
each other. According to the ‘soft’ non-
concordant model there is a minimal 

overlap between what the two sources of 
knowledge addresses. Proponents of the 
two non-concordant models typically 
argue, therefore, that Scriptural creation 
theology and evolutionary biology are 
two different and equally true explana-
tions on the questions of origin. Most 
evolutionary creationists prefer this 
complementary model and acknowledge, 
on the one hand, that Scripture states 
explicitly that the cosmos had a begin-
ning, but also hold, on the other hand, 
that Scripture nowhere explains scientifi-
cally how life began. Furthermore, propo-
nents of both non-concordant models 
have a ‘deistic’ tendency to downplay 
God’s supernatural intervention and a 
corresponding emphasis on seeing God’s 
creative activity as a direction of the evo-
lutionary processes. For the same reason 
proponents of these models – in particu-
lar those who favor the ‘hard’ non-con-
cordant model – argue that it is science, 
not Scripture, that answers our questions 
of origin.  

Over against this non-concordant app-
roach stands two concordant models 
which both view the relationship between 
Bible and science as a ‘fusion’ or an ‘inter -
action.’ The first model, also known as 
‘hard’ concordism, attribute scientific 
meaning to all Biblical texts referring to 
creation and holds that all scientific 
observations have theological implica-
tions. Proponents of this model – especi-
ally young-earth creationists – typically 
argue that it is possible to find scientific 
information in the Bible regarding dino-
saurs, Neanderthals, particle physics, etc. 
The other model, often labeled ‘soft’ con-
cordism, assumes a greater overlap bet-
ween what Bible and science addresses 
than in the ‘soft’ non-concordant model, 
but a lesser overlap than in the ‘hard’ 
concordist model. In this approach, most 
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texts in the Bible are considered scientifi-
cally netural or irrelevant, and the scienti-
fic data is generally not assumed to have 
theological implications. This model is 
typically assumed by old-earth creatio-
nists, who, on the one hand, argue that 
Gen 1-11 is a factual, chronological de -
scription of the origin of the universe, and 
that texts such as Job 37-39, Ps 104, and 
Prov 8 contribute with important scienti-
fic information on Gen 1-11. On the 
other hand, it is also argued that there are 
scientific details which are not addressed 
by the Bible, and that scientific data on 
the origin of the universe should be inte -
grated in a constructive interaction with 
the Biblical information. A characteristic 
of both concordant models is, furthermo-
re, an emphasis on God’s supernatural 
creativity as an explanation on the ques-
tions of origin, and that there are aspects 
in the origin of the universe which science 
is unable to explain because it lies outside 
the scope of science.  

What needs to be added to or at least 
emphasized in the models outlined by 
Ross and Samples is, however, that no 
matter how comprehensive or minimal the 
overlap may be, it is an overlap between 
two different ‘magisteria,’ namely betwe-
en scientific data (and their various inter-
pretations) and Scripture (in its different 
understandings). In 1997 Stephen Jay 
Gold argued that science and religion are 
two ‘nonoverlapping magisteria’ (Gould 
1997; cf. 2002). Gould drew the term 
‘magisterium’ from Pope Pius XII’s encyc-
lical Humani generis (1950) and defined 
it as ‘a domain where one form of teach -
ing holds the appropriate tools for mea-
ningful discourse and resolution’ (Gould 
2002,5). Whereas science, Gould argues, 
‘tries to document the factual character of 
the natural world, and to develop theo-
ries that coordinate and explain these 

facts,’ religion ‘operates in the equally 
important, but utterly different, realm of 
human purposes, meanings, and values’ 
(Gould 2002,4). Contrary to Gould’s 
con cept of ‘nonoverlapping magisteria’ 
(NOMA), according to which the diffe-
rence is between facts and values, 
Scripture in the ‘soft’ models does descri-
be factual events and phenomena albeit in 
a different ‘language’ and with a different 
intent. Scripture’s ‘language’ is not scien-
tific in the modern sense of the word, and 
scriptural ‘data’ cannot be mined and 
analysed scientifically (in the modern 
sense of the word) through ‘systematic 
observation and experimentation, induc-
tive and deductive reasoning, and the for-
mation and testing of hypotheses and 
theories’ . It is a non-sequitur, however, 
that Scripture for that reason cannot con-
tribute to our understanding of ‘facts.’ 
For two reasons. 

First, Franscesca Rochberg has recent-
ly argued – in what many reviewers con-
sider the potential successor and replacor 
of the influential The Intellectual Adven -
ture of Ancient Man (Frankfort et al. 
1946) – that it amounts to a ‘lingering 
afterglow of scientism and positivism 
from the last century’ to reserve the terms 
‘science’ and ‘rationality’ for post-Baby -
lonian, Western culture (Rochberg 2016, 
140; cf. Mieroop 2017). Rochberg descri-
bes how the ancient Mesopotamians used 
analogical thinking, i.e. correspondences 
between otherwise unrelated phenomena, 
to interpret their world, and argues that, 
though 

[t]he roles of analogy and analogi-
cal thinking have been slow to gain 
recognition as important parts of 
science … analogy plays an impor-
tant part in both the literary and 
the scientific imagination, as it did 
in the scholarly imagination of the 
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scribes. Assyrian and Babylonian 
divinatory, astrological, magical, 
and medical texts that characteris-
tically deal in correspondences and 
properties testify to one important 
context for the use of analogy in 
cuneiform scholarship (Rochberg 
2016, 156–157). 

The ancient Mesopotamians were not, in 
other words, ignorant of their world, and 
though their observations of reality had a 
different purpose than that of modern sci-
ence, they produced, nonetheless, know-
ledge of that reality: 

[T]he investigation of what [David] 
Brown called ‘observed reality,’ 
that is to say, the phenomena of the 
ancient scribe’s perception, experi-
ence, and imagination, was under-
taken not so as to understand 
‘observed reality,’ that is, nature as 
such, or what we might call the 
workings of a structured world, but 
to interpret the perceived, experien-
ced, or imagined phenomena for 
the purpose of divination, that is, 
to know what things meant. In the 
process of pursuing this goal, much 
was known of the world, including 
how parts of it ‘worked’ (Rochberg 
2016, 125). 

Since the Hebrew Bible – in any dating of 
its texts – was produced in the same cog-
nitive environment and for a like-minded 
audience, we should expect (some of) its 
‘language’ to be not only phenomenologi-
cal but also analogical. And though its 
‘observations of reality’ also had a diffe-
rent purpose than that of modern science, 
we should assume that pursuing their 
goal, the scribes responsible for the 
Hebrew also acquired knowledge of the 
world. We should not expect, in other 
words, to find ‘values’ only, but also 
‘facts’ about reality in Scripture. The 
nonoverlapping elements are not facts 

and values, but facts produced by diffe-
rent conceptions of science. 

Second, since it is beyond the limits of 
modern science to account for transcen-
dent causes, Scripture may – at least for 
the theistic (or deistic) scientist – testify to 
phenomena undetectable by scientific 
method. The term ‘undetectable’ is cho-
sen deliberately over ‘inexplicable’ to 
avoid a ‘God-of-the-gaps’ concordism in 
which God becomes a stand-in for gaps in 
scientific knowledge. It is important to 
define very carefully, what is meant by 
‘gaps.’ Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in a letter to 
Eberhard Bethge, 29 May 1944, argued  

how wrong it is to use God as a 
stop-gap for the incompleteness of 
our knowledge. If in fact the fronti-
ers of knowledge are being pushed 
further and further back (and that 
is bound to be the case), then God 
is being pushed back with them, 
and is therefore continually in re -
treat. We are to find God in what 
we know, not in what we don’t 
know’ (Bonhoeffer 1997, 310–12; 
letter to Eberhard Bethge, 29 May 
1944). 

The present writer fully concurs with 
such a rejection of a stop-gap concor-
dism, but only if it is clarified that the 
expressions ‘what we know’ and ‘what 
we don’t know’ is understood as ‘what 
we know or don’t know from modern sci-
entific analysis and interpretation of 
observable reality’ and thus allows Scrip -
ture to complement knowledge resulting 
from modern scientific research on empi-
rical data with knowledge based on the 
possibility that phenomena may have 
transcendent causes. For the theistic (and 
deistic) scientist factual phenomena, in 
other words, may be caused by other than 
materialistic and naturalistic causes. 
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Galilei’s hermeneutical principles 
In the book Controversy of the Ages sub-
titled Why Christians Should Not Divide 
over the Age of the Earth Theodore J. 
Cabal and Peter J. Rasor II argue that the 
hermeneutical principles used Galilei in 
the Copernican controversy may be help-
ful in the current debate on how to read 
and science and Scripture together.  

The authors are well aware of the dif-
ferences between the Copernican contro-
versy and the current challenge from evo-
lutionary biology. In the Copernican con-
troversy both parties shared the same the-
istic worldview. An often-mentioned 
example is 

Robert Boyle (1627-1691), who 
thought of scientific research as 
worship with the scientist as priest 
and nature as temple. Johannes 
Kepler, too, considered himself a 
priest in the temple of nature. It is 
to be emphasized, therefore, that 
the scientists of the 1500s and 
1600s all had a Christian point of 
departure. They were devoted 
Chris tian believers and considered 
their science an investigation of 
nature, not a challenge to the crea-
tor. For the same reason they all 
tried to find concordance between 
God’s two ‘books,’ Bible and natu-
re. In Darwin’s time (1809-1882) 
science was no longer practised 
based on a Biblical worldview, and 
Darwin’s evolutionary discoveries 
only strengthened the empirical 
and positivistic worldview, which, 
from the beginning of the 1800s, 
had made its way into science. 
Darwin, after the publication of 
The Origin of Species in 1859, 
descri bed himself as an agnostic, 
and probably ended up as an athe-
ist (Cabal and Rasor II 2017, 
51–58). 

Or as Jes Fabricius Møller has it in an 
article on reactions against Darwinism in 

Denmark in the period 1860-1900: 
‘There can be no doubt that an openly 
proclaimed support to Darwinism often 
goes hand in hand with a denouncement 
of Christianity’ (Møller 2000, 70; my 
translation). For the same reason Dar wi -
nism (or Neo-Darwinism as it is called 
today) is closely connected with a world-
view in which the origin of life in all its 
forms is given purely naturalistic explana-
tions, and in which there is no room for a 
transcendent God’s supernatural creative 
acts. An application of the criteria used in 
the Copernican controversy requires, the-
refore, a distinction between the scientific 
data (the fossil record, astronomic obser-
vations, etc.) and possible interpretations 
of these data (e.g., an evolutionary under-
standing of the fossil sequence in the 
empirical verifiable geological record and 
a dating of the age of the universe on the 
basis of astronomic observations), so that 
explanations demanded by a methodolo-
gically atheistic, naturalistic worldview, 
are discarded in favor of interpretations 
of the data which are consistent with a 
Biblical worldview. 

Another difference not mentioned by 
Cabal and Rasor between the Copernican 
controversy and the present discussion on 
creation and evolution is that the conflicts 
should be placed on different levels as far 
as the theological consequences are con-
cerned. Whether the sun circled the earth 
or the earth the sun had little consequen-
ce on matters essential to the Christian 
faith, whereas the discussion on creation 
and evolution may have a serious impact 
on the core understanding of anthropol-
ogy, harmatology and – consequently – 
salvation. 

Where the Copernican controversy is 
helpful, however (and Cabal and Rasor 
argues this convincingly), is in the ‘theo-
logical conservatism principle’ exempli-
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fied by Galilei’s tackling of the conflict 
between his own heliocentric worldview 
and the contemporary consensus on Bib -
lical cosmology. In two letters to the ast-
ronomer Antonio Castelli in 1613 and 
the Grand Duchess Christina in 1615, 
res pectively, Galilei described a procedure 
involving two interpretive criteria and 
two interpretive steps. The two criteria 
were 1) Scripture, not interpretations of 
the Scripture, is inerrant, and 2) nature 
and Scripture cannot contradict each 
other. The two interpretive moves were  
1) that traditional interpretation must 
take precedence over scientific theories on 
which there is no consensus, but that  
2) scientific theories on which there is 
consensus should call for reinterpretation 
of the Bible. Two criteria that in many 
ways express the soft concordist app-
roach described above. The crux of the 
matter is, however, how these criteria 
were practised, and this is where Cabal 
and Rasor’s proposal is so useful. The cri-
teria were applied in a three-stage pro-
cess, described by Cabal and Rasor with 
the sentences ‘The two can never wed,’ 
‘The two can court,’ and ‘The two can 
wed on these terms,’ and it is this process 
they recommend in the contemporary dis-
cussion on the questions on origin (Cabal 
and Rasor II 2017, 40–47).  

They Can Never Wed 
The interpreters of the Bible in the 
Copernican controversy practised a theo-
logical arm’s length principle characteri-
sed by a skeptical approach to new scien-
tific theories that were seemingly incom-
patible with Scripture. The immediate 
reaction was, therefore, that ‘they could 
never wed.’  

The Two Can Court 
As the old worldview came under more 
and more pressure and the new heliocent-

ric cosmology was deemed less and less 
problematic, interpreters began – with 
Cabal and Rasor’s expression – to ‘court’ 
each other. In this phase, very few inter-
preters accepted the new worldview, but 
more and more interpreters began to take 
it under serious consideration. A charac-
teristic for this ‘consideration’ was, accor-
ding to Cabal and Rason, that it was 
made ‘innocent’ or ‘safe’ to discuss 
(Cabal and Rasor II 2017, 41–43) . 

The Lutheran theologian Andreas 
Osian der, who wrote the anonymous 
intro duction to Copernicus’ De revolutio-
nibus orbium coelestium from 1543, 
encouraged readers to regard Copernicus’ 
ideas as mathematical speculation with a 
hypothetical status, and the consequence 
was that a space was created in which 
(not least Lutheran) scientists could deve-
lop various models to describe the univer-
se. Models that, importantly, were dee-
med compatible with Scripture. The chal-
lenge in this phase was, therefore, wheth -
er these models should be based on scien-
tific theories, on Scripture, or a combina-
tion of both. And it was Galilei himself 
who came up with an approach that sol-
ved his own conflict (albeit only after his 
death) and has turned out to be useful in 
similar controversies.  

The Two Can Wed on These Terms 
The ‘courting’ phase moved, as is well 
known, interpreters from all confessions 
to acknowledge heliocentrism as the cor-
rect interpretation of the scientific data, 
and, consequently, to regard the traditio-
nal worldview as a misinterpretation of 
Scripture. Science didn’t correct Scripture, 
but a better or true interpretation of the 
scientific data corrected both the existing 
geocentric interpretation of Scripture and 
the geocentric interpretation of the scien-
tific data. 
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An important point for Cabal and 
Rasor is that all this, i.e., the three-phase 
process, did not happen overnight. It 
took generations of tough discussions 
and inquisitory battles before a new con-
sensus emerged. It was only after the pub -
lication of Newton’s Principia in 1687 – 
144 years after the death of Copernicus – 
that the controversy decreased. 

Another point is that ‘the devil is in the 
detail,’ since Galilei violated his own 
prin ciple that only scientific theories on 
which there is consensus should call for 
new interpretations of Scripture, since he 
argued for a reinterpretation of Scripture 
before the heliocentric worldview had 
gained consensus among scientists. 
Though mathematical models had ques-
tioned the Ptolemaic or geocentric world-
view already in Galilei’s time, it took a 
Johannes Kepler (1571-1630), Tycho 
Bra he (1546-1601), Isaac Newton (1643-
1727), and many others before a consen-
sus demanding reinterpretation of Scrip -
ture emerged. 

A Case Study: The First Human 
Couple 
One of the most challenging issues in 
bringing ‘God’s two books’ together is the 
apparent conflict between Scripture’s 
claim that all humans descend from a first 
human couple and the neo-Darwinian 
assertion that we are descended from an 
ape-like population of at least several 
thousand and that there never was a bott-
le-neck of two. In the following we shall 
try to apply the Galilean hermeneutic 
described above by looking at, first, the 
relevant texts from Scripture, and, 
secondly, at a new approach to the scien-
tific data published recently by Joshua 
Swamidass. 

Scriptural Data 
As far as common descent is concerned, 
the question is how to understand the 
narrative on Adam and Eve in Gen 2-3, 
and how other texts in the Bible refer to 
that story. To answer the first question we 
need to determine, first, the text’s genre. 
Is it an account of a historical event in 
which everything should be taken literal-
ly? Is the narrative a symbolic or archety-
pal story? Or all the above? The answer 
may not be as simple as we would expect 
(or like). Against an understanding of the 
text as literal history is that it makes use 
of themes or mythemes also found in, pri-
marily Mesopotamian, primeval or pro-
tohistorical texts. This is true for creation 
of man from earth/clay, first creation as a 
fertile and harmonious place, rivers flo-
wing from that place and watering the 
rest of the world, the tree of life, a snake 
depraving man of eternal life, and the 
barring of man from returning to para -
dise. Is the author using these motifs or 
mythemes to tell the inspired and true 
version of primeval history? A full discus-
sion is outside the scope of this article, 
but the discussion is, nonetheless, neces-
sary, since the appearance of so many 
parallels between the Mesopotamian and 
Biblical texts is suggestive (cf. Kofoed 
2015; 2016a; 2016b [in Danish]). 

It is not only in the comparative mate-
rial outside the Biblical text but also in 
the text, however, where we find features 
suggesting that the Biblical text is not just 
literal history. The lexeme םָדָא ʔādām is 
not used indisputably as a personal name 
until Gen 4:25 where it is stated euph-
emistically that ‘Adam knew his wife.’ In 
Gen 2-3, the Hebrew םָדָא ʔādām, which is 
both a generic term for ‘man’ and the per-
sonal name ‘Adam,’ is used with a prefix-
ed, definite article, and since Hebrew 
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never fronts personal names with the 
definite article, it should be translated 
‘(generic) man,’ not ‘Adam.’ It could be 
argued, for the same reason, that the lex-
eme behind the translation ‘Eve’ is also 
not used as a personal name, since ‘she’ is 
referred to as ‘helper’ (  ʕēzer; Gen רֵֶז
2:18), and woman’ (הָּׁשִא ʔiššāʰ, Gen 
2:22). And though the name הָּוַח ḥawwāʰ 
given by ’man’ to his ’woman’ in Gen 
3:20 may be transliterated (roughly) as 
Eve,’ its meaning is ‘life.’ This is clear 
from the subsequent explanation ‘becau-
se she was the mother of all living’ in Gen 
3:20, and illustrated by Gen 4:1, where 
‘man’ impregnated this ‘[mother of] life’ 
with Cain. 

To this could be added that הָּוַח ḥawwāʰ 
does not appear anywhere else in the Old 
Testament as a personal name. Does this 
mean that we should understand not only   
-ḥawwāʰ as representati הָּוַח ʔādām and םָדָא
ves for ‘man’ and ‘[mother of] life’ but 
also Cain and Abel as representatives of 
shepherds and farmers (Gen 4:2)? That is, 
in the same way as Jabal in the following 
pericope is representative of ‘those who 
dwell in tents and have livestock’ Gen 
4:20), Jubal of ‘those who play the lyre 
and pipe’ (Gen 4:21), and Tubal-Cain 
who ‘was the forger of all instruments of 
bronze and iron’ (Gen 4:22)? If so, it 
would allow for the development from 
the hunter-gatherer culture at the end of 
the Paleolithic era (100.000 – 12.000 
B.C.) via the agriculture in Mesolithic 
period (12.000 – 7.500 B.C.) to the be -
gin ning urbanization and domestication 
of animals in the Neolithic period (7.500 
– 4.000 B.C.) which, according to the 
consensus, took thousands of years, not – 
as a non-representative reading of Gene -
sis 4 implies – a few generations. 

The features discussed suggest that the 
author may not have used the language to 

refer literalistically9 to historical proces-
ses, events and persons, and that we, con-
sequently, should understand ָ  ʔādām םָד
and הָּוַח ḥawwāʰ representatively. An 
understanding of the text’s genre which 
may be supported by parallels in the 
Mesopotamian sources, where the names 
of individuals between creation and the 
flood often are representative of the peop-
le or cultures they founded and/or repre-
sent (cf. Lowery 2013).  

There is, however, also an ‘on the 
other hand.’ Though there are good argu-
ments for the assertion that the personal 
names ’Adam’ and ‘Eve’ does not appear 
until Gen 4:25, it could be argued that the 
absence of the prefixed definite article in 
 ʔādām in the clauses ‘[a]nd to Adam םָדָא
 he [God] said’ (Gen 3:17) and [םָדָאְלּו]
‘[a]nd the Lord God made for Adam and 
for his wife garments of skins’ (Gen 3:21) 
point in the opposite direction. Especially 
because we would have expected the use 
of םָדָא ʔādām (‘man’) + הָּוַח ḥawwāʰ (‘[mot-
her of] life] - not םָדָא ʔādām (‘man’) + ו�ֹּתְׁשִא 
ʔištô (‘his wife’) if a representative mea-
ning was intended. Though the editors of 
Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia remark 
that the missing definite article in both 
Gen 3:17 and 3:21 must be an error on 
behalf of the Scribe and that we ought to 
add the particle in our reading, it is with 
no basis in the manuscripts. It would, 
furthermore, be awkward if verse 21 
should be translated ‘[a]nd the Lord God 
made for the human/man and for his wife 
garments of skins,’ since generic ’man’ 
already at this point consisted in man and 
woman. Furthermore, when, in Gen 4:1, 
it is stated that ‘man’ or ‘Adam’ (depen-
ding on whether we understand it generi-
cally or personally) ‘knew his wife,’ the 
Hebrew הָּוַח ḥawwāʰ is prefixed with the 
direct object marker תֵא, indicating that it 
is a particular הָּוַח ḥawwāʰ - presumably 

Jens Bruun Kofoed 13

Theofilos  vol. 12 nr. 1 2020



‘Eve.’ And whereas Gen 4:1 has םָדָא 
ʔādām prefixed with the definite article in 
the meaning (generic) ’man,’ Gen 4:25 
has םָדָא ʔādām without the definite article 
in the meaning (the person) Adam.’ 
Besides, Adam,’ in 4:25 clearly refer to 
the same םָדָא ʔādām mentioned in 4:1, and 
there are good arguments, therefore, for 
understanding both םָדָא ʔādām and הָּוַח 
ḥawwāʰ in 4:1 as personal names. And 
since they are likely to be personal names 
in the narrative on Cain and Abel, would 
it not also be natural to understand them 
as such in the preceding narrative? Such 
an understanding is also supported by the 
fact that Gen 2:4:4-26, according to the 
toledot-structure with a new toledot 
beginning only in 5:1, seems to consist of 
connected narratives. Finally, it could also 
be argued that, since all the other names 
in the genealogies of Gen 5 and 1 Chron 
1 is understood as personal names, םָדָא 
ʔādām should be taken as the individual 
progenitor of the following descendants.  

As far as the Old Testament is concer-
ned, the possible mentioning of the perso-
nal name Adam in Hos 6:7, where it is 
stated that ‘like Adam they transgressed 
the covenant’ with ‘they’ referring to 
Ephraim and Judah in verse 4. That it is 
only a ‘possible’ mentioning has to do 
with the fact that ‘Adam,’ according to 
Jos 3:16 also is a city, and that the brea-
king of the covenant mentioned in Hos 
6:7 could have taken place in the city 
Adam not in the person Adam. The cont-
ext of Hos 6 is of little help in deciding 
which meaning was intended. On the one 
hand, ‘Adam’ is mentioned together with 
other placenames such as Gilead in verse 
7 and Shechem in verse 9. On the other 
hand, the following verses refer to other 
persons or groups of individuals, namely 
evildoers (v.8), priests (v.8), and House of 
Israel, Ephraim and Judah (vv.10-11). 

The strongest indicator of its intended 
meaning is perhaps that the preposition ְּכ 
‘like’ – as in ‘like [the person] Adam’ – 
and not the preposition ְב ‘in’ – as in ‘in 
[the city] Adam’ – is used. And though 
the editors of Biblia Hebraica Stuttgar ten -
sia suggest that the text should be emen-
ded to םָדָאְּכ ‘in Adam’ – presumably 
because the preceding verses mention pla-
cenames – the text should be preserved, 
since there is no basis in the manuscripts 
for such an emendation. Even if we allow 
for an understanding of Adam as a perso-
nal name in Hos 6:7, it could both be 
understood as a reference to Adam as a 
representative or a personal name, so the 
attestation in Hosea cannot be used to 
determine which meaning of םָדָא ʔādām 
was intended in the contested verses in 
Gen 3.  

In the New Testament, ‘Adam’ is attes-
ted in Luk 3:38, Rom 5:14, 1 Cor 
15:22;45, 1 Tim 2:13-14 and Jud 14. In 
Luk 3:38, ‘Adam’ appears in Jesus’ gene -
a logy through Joseph’s line, and since this 
use of ‘Adam’ is taken from genealogies – 
presumably those of Gen 5 and 1 Chr 1, 
it adds nothing new to the Old Testament 
attestations already discussed. The same 
is true for Jud 14, where Jude, with a 
quote from the pseudepigraphal 1 Enoch 
1:9, states on his ungodly contemporaries 
that ‘[i]t was also about these that Enoch, 
the seventh from Adam, prophesied.’ 

The remaining New Testament attesta-
tions are different, however, in that they 
do have a bearing on the understanding 
of ‘Adam’ in Gen 2-4. In Rom 5:14 Paul 
writes that ‘death reigned from Adam to 
Moses, even over those whose sinning 
was not like the transgression of Adam, 
who was a type of the one who was to 
come.’ Paul makes the theological point 
from the comparison that ‘if many died 
through one man’s trespass, much more 
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have the grace of God and the free gift by 
the grace of that one man Jesus Christ 
abounded for many,’ (v.15), and ‘as one 
trespass led to condemnation for all men, 
so one act of righteousness leads to justi-
fication and life for all men. For as by the 
one man’s disobedience the many were 
made sinners’ (vv.18-19). In 1 Cor 15, the 
use of ’Adam’ stands in parallel to the one 
just discussed, albeit with more focus on 
the ‘life’ mentioned in Rom 5:18: ‘For as 
in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all 
be made alive’ (v.22). Furthermore, and 
with a quote from the Greek translation 
of Gen 2:7: ‘Thus it is written, “The first 
man Adam became a living being”; the 
last Adam became a life-giving spirit’ 
(v.45). The final New Testament attesta-
tion of Adam’ is in 1 Tim 2:13-14, where 
Paul as an explanation for the subordina-
tion of woman to man writes that ‘For 
Adam was formed first, then Eve; and 
Adam was not deceived, but the woman 
was deceived and became a transgressor.’ 
Besides these mentionings of ’Adam,’ it is 
also relevant to mention Acts 17:26, 
where Paul states that ‘he [God] made 
from one man [ἐξ ἑνὸς] every nation of 
mankind.’ 

It is also of interest that one of the so-
called deuterocanonical or apocryphal 
wri tings, the Wisdom of Solomon, in the 
1st century A.D. describes Adam as the 
‘father of the world’ in its statement on 
Lady Wisdom: ‘She preserved the first 
formed father of the world, that was crea-
ted alone, and brought him out of his fall, 
And gave him power to rule all things’ 
(Wisd 10:1-2; KJV). We find the same 
understanding of Adam in an earlier 
apocryphal writing, namely the Book of 
Tobit (4th-5th century B.C.), in which it 
is stated of God that ‘Thou madest 
Adam, and gavest him Eve his wife for an 
helper and stay: of them came mankind’ 

(Tob 8:6; KJV). 
Together with the aforementioned 

three uses of Adam’ in corpus paulinum, 
these attestations are no doubt the grea-
test challenge for readings that under-
stand Adam’ in Gen 2-3 exclusively as a 
representative let alone a symbolic cha-
racter. Furthermore, since the post-cano-
nical attestations demonstrate that Adam 
and Eve are understood consistently as 
the first human couple and that the fall 
was understood as a historical event, the 
burden of proof is on those, therefore, 
who assert that 1) Adam and Eve were 
not historical persons, that 2) Gen 3 
should not be understood as a narrative 
on a historical fall. 

Besides, the history of interpretation is 
uniform for a reason, since it is very dif-
ficult to comprehend how the New 
Testament texts can be understood diffe-
rently than an affirmation of Adam and 
Eve as historical persons, of the fall as a 
historical event, and of mankind as 
descending from the first couple. It is 
noteworthy, for example, that neither N. 
T. Wright nor Kenton Sparks disputes 
such an understanding but admit that 
Paul understood Adam and Eve as histo-
rical persons and the fall as a historical 
event. When they, nevertheless, state that 
the narratives in Gen 2-3 should be inter-
preted representativaly or as symbolic 
stories, it is because Paul, in their inter-
pretation of the New Testament texts, 
shared his contemporaries’ errant under-
standing of Gen 2-3 . 

Despite the preponderance of argu-
ments for an understanding of Adam and 
Eve as historical individuals, the textual 
arguments for a representative interpreta-
tion must, nonetheless, be entertained as 
a valid reading since there are features in 
the texts challenging an exclusively ‘histo-
rical’ understanding. This is true for the 
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representative role Adam and Eve also 
play in Gen 2-3, and the fact that they 
appear neither in prose nor poetry in the 
rest of the Old Testament (with Hos 6:7 
as a possible exception). In the New 
Testament, a representative role could be 
supported by the fact that Paul, in 
Romans and 1 Corinthians, does not 
mention the individual who, according to 
Gen 3, was the first to sin, namely Eve. 
Instead, it is Adam, who is singled out, 
probably as a representative for both of 
them. The challenge for the traditional 
interpretation is therefore that, if Adam 
should be understood as representative 
for (generic) man in Rom 5 and 1 Cor 15, 
why should he not also be understood 
representatively in Gen 2-3?  

The purpose here is not to settle the 
case, but the discussion suggests a model 
that both acknowledges 1) the represent-
ative role played by Adam and Eve in 
Gen 2-3, 2) the unmistakable reference to 
Adam and Eve as the first human pair, 
and 3) the fall as an historical event. 
Models operating with Adam and Eve as 
purely symbolic or literary figures seem 
impossible to reconcile with Scripture, 
while it seems difficult to argue for 
models open to Adam and Eve not being 
the only humans around at the time refer-
red to in Gen 2-3. The modifier ‘difficult’ 
is chosen deliberatly in the assessment of 
the latter, since it is worth discussing 
whether Adam’ in Rom 5 and 1 Cor 15 
can be understood as a reference to Adam 
and Eve as representatives of a group of 
people created through planned or direc-
ted evolution.  

The Scientific Data 
The general consensus in evolutionary 
biology is that the best explanation (to 
put it mildly) of the available scientific 
data is the hypothesis of common descent 
and speciation, which says that all orga-

nisms now on earth trace back to a single 
progenitor, and that there never was a 
bottleneck of two individuals in the pro-
cess of speciation that resulted in the evo-
lution of hominins. Joshua Swamidass, 
Asso ciate Professor of Laboratory and 
Ge   no mic Medicine at Washington Uni -
ver  sity in Saint Louis, accepting this con-
sensus, has recently suggested that the 
exclusive focus on genetic ancestry has 
created a discussion on false opposites 
that allows true discourse between intep-
reters of ‘God’s two books’ to be suppres-
sed . 

The problem is, according to Swa -
midass, that whereas evolutionary biolo-
gy discusses the reproductive origin of 
humans by tracing the origin of stretches 
of DNA, i.e., in terms of genetic descent, 
Scripture bases its arguments on genealo-
gical descent, i.e., the reproductive origin 
of people (S. J. Swamidass 2018b, 6). 
Interpreting Scripture in terms of the 
mod ern, scientific category of genetic 
descent, creates, in other words, a false 
dichotomy between the consensus of evo-
lutionary biology and interpretations by 
scholars with a high view on Scripture.10  

If, instead, the two sets of data are inter-
preted according to their own categories, 
a different picture emerges. Using the 
emic categories of Scripture and contem-
porary science, respectively, to bring the 
‘two books’ together, Swamidass suggests 
the following scenario: 

Entirely consistent with the genetic 
and archeological evidence, it is 
possible Adam was created out of 
dust, and Eve out of his rib, less 
than 10,000 years ago, living in a 
divinely created garden where God 
might dwell with them, the first 
beings with opportunity to be in a 
relationship with Him. Perhaps 
their fall brought accountability for 
sin to all their natural descendants. 
Leaving the Garden, their offspring 
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blended with their neighbors in the 
surrounding towns. In this way, 
they became genealogical ancestors 
of all those alive when recorded 
history begins about 6,000 years 
ago. Adam and Eve, here, are the 
sole-progenitors of all mankind. 
So, evolution presses in a very limi-
ted way on our understanding of 
Adam and Eve (S. J. Swamidass 
2018b, 3). 

The interbreeding necessary for the 
model may be alluded to in Gen 6:1 and 
Num 13:33, Swamidass mentions, and 
even if we identify Adam as early as 
6,000 years ago, Swamidass continues, 
we may ‘still estimate he would be ances-
tor of everyone alive by AD 1, before Paul 
writes Romans and the ministry of Jesus 
begins. The point is that all these 
accounts, including a literalist and tradi-
tional account of a de novo Adam, they 
fit without contradiction with evolutiona-
ry science’ (S. J. Swamidass 2018b, 3–4). 
The explanation for this is given, helpful-

ly for the scientifically challenged (inclu-
ding the present author), in a graphic illu -
stration: 
The illustration, Swamidass explains,  

show a cartooned pedigree, a 
genealogy, from past (top) to pre-
sent (bottom). Squares and circles 
denote men and women, respecti-
vely, with lines indicating parenta-
ge. Red and blue individuals are 
those in the genetic lineages to a 
single ancestor, Mito-Eve and Y-
Adam, respectively, with no rele-
vance to Adam and Eve of Scrip -
ture. In contrast, every individual 
with a black border is a common 
genealogical ancestor of all those in 
recorded history (grey box). The 
Scrip tural Adam and Eve (the black 
box and square) are created from 
the dust and a rib less than 10,000 
years ago, have no parents, are in 
the Garden of Eden (black box), 
and are genealogical ancestors of 
everyone in history (S. J. Swami -
dass 2018b, 4). 

Jens Bruun Kofoed 17

Theofilos  vol. 12 nr. 1 2020



Swamidass is not unaware of the challen-
ges to the model posed by other aspects of 
the relevant texts from Scripture, not least 
the question of how, when and upon 
whom the image of God was bestowed. 
Was it also bestowed, for example, on the 
lines outside the garden with which the 
descendants of the couple in the garden 
interbred? If nevertheless, Swamidass 
asserts, ‘important theological status 
transmits to us by genealogical descent, 
exclusively from Adam and Eve, then 
they would be our sole-genealogical pro-
genitors, but not our sole genetic progeni-
tors. Keep in mind that sole-progenitor -
ship allows intermixing with other lines’ 
(S. J. Swamidass 2018b, 3). In other words: 
True humanity, i.e., Ἀδὰμ Adam in the 
Pauline sense (Rom 5; 1 Cor 15), appears 
for the first time in the couple in the gar-
den. All humans, therefore, descend 
genealogically from the םָדָא ʔādām and הָּוַח 
ḥawwāʰ of Gen 2-4, whereas all humans 
genetically speaking, trace back to non-
human progenitors, i.e., to hominins (and 
their hominid progenitors) outside the 
garden without the imago Dei. 

When we make a firm distinction bet-
ween ‘genealogical ancestry’ – which is 
the interest of the Biblical text – and 
‘gene tic ancestry’ – which is the focus of 
evolutionary biology – we guard against 
superimposing a ‘genealogical’ agenda on 
the interpretation of the scientific data. 
By suggesting that we grant legitimate 
autonomy to the Biblical text in its defini-
tion of the term ‘human,’ we similarly 
guard Biblical interpretations against 
‘genetic’ eisegesis. And the scenario sug-
gested by Swamidass in his synthesis of 
the genealogically focused Biblical texts 
and genetically oriented evolutionary bio-
logy might be ‘an account,’ in the words 
of Swamidass, ‘where no conflict lies’  
(S. J. Swamidass 2018b, 4). 

The point here is not whether the sce-
nario suggested by Swamidass is – or is 
not – a convincing synthesis of mainstre-
am evolutionary theory and Sciptural 
interpretations which adhere to a high 
view on Scripture, but the commendable 
approach Swamidass takes to the ques-
tion so pressing for Galilei and so urgent 
today: In the apparent contradiction bet-
ween interpretations of God’s two books, 
is there a new path that can be walked 
that interprets the data of both with 
uncompromisable seriousness? Just as 
both the Catholic Church and individual 
Christian scholars from both Catholic 
and Protestant Churches eventually came 
to ask whether, in the light of the over -
whelming scientific consensus on the 
heliocentric worldview, is was possible to 
interpret the Biblical text ‘heliocentrical-
ly,’ Swamidass invites us to ask, In the 
light of the overwhelming scientific con-
sensus on the evolutionary origin of man, 
is it possible to interpret the Biblical texts 
and the scientific data in a complementa-
ry rather than contradictory way?  

Swamidass’ point of departure is, of 
course, that the scientific consensus now 
has become so overwhelming that inter-
preters of Scripture no longer can uphold 
the ‘the-two-can-never-wed-approach,’ 
and that time has come to seriously 
‘court’ evolutionary theories. Given that 
is the case, and applying the principles of 
Galilei discussed above, the next ques-
tions are whether and, given a positive 
answer, on which conditions ‘the two can 
wed.’ 

It goes without saying that the natura-
listic or materialistic worldview under 
which mainstream evolutionary biology 
operates is utterly incompatible with a 
Scriptural worldview, and that the scien-
tific data must be interpreted in accordan-
ce with the latter if serious ‘courting’ is to 
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take place. But there are other conditions, 
that must be met as well. An ‘uncompro-
misable’ interpretation of the Biblical 
texts (i.e., an interpretation which adhe-
res to a high view on Scripture) seems to 
be an understanding, as we have seen, of 
the םָדָא ʔādām and הָּוַח ḥawwāʰ of Gen 2-4 
as both representatives of and sole genea-
logical pro-genitors of humankind.  

Another ‘uncompromisable’ interpre-
tation seems to be that the description of 
God’s creative work is incompatible with 
the clockmaker-god of Deism, and that 
we need to allow for a more active role on 
God’s part. Such a role is, however, large-
ly undetectable by science, since scientific 
analysis is based on natural – not super-
natural – causation. Whether or not God 
created the first humans de novo or 
through directed evolution, is a related 
(and difficult) question, of course, but the 
picture emerging from Gen 1-2 is not of a 
passive and uninvolved but very creative 
and intervening God. And though this 
intervention, again, may not be detectable 
for scientific inquiry, it needs to be taken 
into consideration in ‘courting’ evolutio-
nary theories. Christian scholars must, in 
other words, insist that the principles of 
natural causation underlying mainstream 
evolutionary theories must be supplemen-
ted by supernatural ones. Not as a god-
of-the-gaps-argument, but as a necessary 
corollary to the worldview of Scripture. 
How, when, and to which degree super-
natural causation took place is another 
matter on which Scripture is not clear and 
on which scholars adhering to a high 
view on Scripture, consequently, disagree. 

Whether the scenario suggested by 
Swamidass honours these ‘uncompromi-
sable’ interpretations of Scripture is a 
matter of debate, of course, but that’s the 
whole idea! Keeping in mind that the 
Copernican controversy took generations 

if not centuries to solve and reminding 
ourselves of the dynamic and provisional 
character of scientific theories as well as 
the distinction between the authoritative 
norma normans and the derived norma 
normata, we should not expect the ‘Dar -
winian controversy’ to be solved over 
night. Just as it took a Kepler, Brahe, and 
Newton before it became obvious that 
the scientific consensus demanded a new 
interpretation of Scripture, it may take 
several ‘post-Darwins’ until (if at all) it 
becomes pressing or necessary to change 
the traditional readings of the creation 
accounts in Genesis.  

Discussion 
The purpose of recommending a debate 
on the compatibility or complementarity 
of evolutionary theories and interpreta-
tions of Scriptures along the lines of the 
Copernican controversy is not to foresha-
dow a similar result, namely that, just as 
Renaissance interpreters eventually caved 
in to heliocentrism, Christian interpreters 
will also come to accept readings compa-
tible with some form of evolutionary 
theory. The process may, of course, lead 
to the result that ‘the two can never wed.’ 
Ted Cabal, for example, writes elsewhere 
that ‘Darwinism has been courted and 
hybridized by even young-earth creatio-
nists (e.g. widespread speciation), but 
conservative evangelicals have remained 
opposed to an evolutionary first couple, 
believing it entails serious theological 
problems,’ and that he is ‘biblically un -
authorized to accept’ evolutionary crea-
tionism as described by representatives of 
BioLogos (Keathley, Stump, and Aguirre 
2017, 66–67). Though for Cabal, the 
process has obviously (already?) convin-
ced him that the courting will never result 
in a wedding, Cabal shares the view of 
Swamidass, that the time has come for 
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Christian interpreters to ‘court’ theories 
of evolutionary science. And the negative 
outcome of Cabal’s process should be 
understood – in the light of Cabal’s own 
emphasis on the ‘non-overnightness’ cha-
racter of the debate – as a contribution to 
that debate.  

An important precondition for the 
debate is to create the same ‘sandbox’ for 
interpretative and hypothesizing experi-
mentation as called for by the Lutheran 
theologian Andreas Osiander in the above -
mentioned foreword to Copernicus’ De 
revolutionibus orbium coelestium, for 
various syntheses between interpretations 
of Scripture and scientific theories to be 
discussed without inquisitory strategies 
hindering a healthy and constructive 
debate. Initiatives taken by institutions 
and organisations like Discovery Insti -
tute, The Faraday Institute for Science 
and Religion, BioLogos and Reasons to 
Believe must be welcomed, therefore, 
since they have created precisely such 
sandboxes where models for interpreta-
tions of the scientific data can be develo-
ped and discussed. And the dialogue bet-
ween representatives of BioLogos and 
Reasons to Believe with professors from 
Southern Baptist Seminary as facilitators 
– published in the already mentioned 
book Old-earth or Evolutionary Crea -
tion? – is examplary of the ‘courting’ 
necessary for clarifying whether traditio-
nal understandings of Scriptural texts on 
the questions of origin should be revised. 
The same is true for research projects like 
the Creation Project of the Carl F. H. 
Henry Institute for Theological Under -
stan  ding at Trinity Evangelical Divinity 
School, with it’s declared purpose to ‘to 
catalyze a field of study around the doc -
trine of creation that is faithful to 
Scripture and informed by scientific evi-
dence’ (The Creation Project 2016). The 

same is true in principle for organisations 
like Creation Ministry International, 
Institute for Creation Research or 
Answers in Genesis, but – and there is a 
‘but’! – a characteristic of these organisa-
tions is that they usually demand a parti-
cular (and usually traditional) interpreta-
tion of Scripture as a precondition for 
‘courting’ scientific theories. An obvious 
example is the addendum to the two 
Chicago Statements on Biblical Iner ran cy 
  /Hermeneutics (CSBI/H) suggested by the 
organisation Answers in Genesis, which 
sets as a condition for ‘courting’ scientific 
theories that interpreters agree on the fol-
lowing affirmation and denial:  

We affirm that the great Flood 
described in Genesis 6–9 was an 
actual historic event, worldwide 
(global) in its extent and extremely 
catastrophic in its effect. As such, it 
produced most (but not all) of the 
geological record of thousands of 
meters of strata and fossils that we 
see on the earth’s surface today.  

We deny that Noah’s Flood was 
limited to a localized region (e.g., 
the Mesopotamian valley of the 
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers). We 
also deny that the Flood was so 
peaceful that it left no abiding geo-
logical evidence. We further deny 
that the thousands of meters of 
sedimentary rock formations with 
their fossilized remains were largely 
produced after or before the Flood 
or even before Adam (Answers in 
Genesis n.d.). 

These are interpretations, however, on 
which there is no consensus among inter-
preters with a high view on Scripture, 
that is, interpreters who adhere to the 
principles of the CSBI/H, and since the 
CSBI/H is open to disagreement on these 
matters it could well be argued that the 
addendum suggested by Answers in 
Genesis runs counter to the spirit of the 
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CSBI/H. This does not necessarily mean 
that ‘creation science’ of Answers in Ge -
ne sis is unimportant or scientifically un -
sustainable, and interpreters of Scripture 
need to include this research in their pro-
cess of ‘courting.’ The problem is, how -
ever, that the interpretative exclusivity of 
these organisations makes it impossible 
for dissidents to play in the same sand-
box, and that the scientific theories of 
these organisations tend to become isola-
ted and marginalized in relation to the 
broader scientific discourse necessary for 
clarifying whether they are better expla-
nations of the scientific data than other 
models. 

In addition to the need for such sand-
boxes for scholarly discussion, we need 
similar arenas for lay interaction in the 

church. This is somewhat more challen-
ging, of course, since, unlike organisa-
tions which usually promotes one parti-
cular model or view, many churches want 
to create an environment that is inclusive 
of more than one interpretation. If the 
rhetoric is based on the empirical data 
and shows respect for proponents of dif-
fering interpretations of these data, and if 
a ‘Galilean’ strategy is followed, it should 
be possible, however, to create an atmos -
phere in which a high view on Scripture 
can be combined with sound conservative 
skepticism towards and critical testing of 
new scientific theories without creating 
the expectation that crises between God’s 
two books on this level are likely to be 
solved in one’s own generation.  
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all historical documents were transferred to Dallas Theological Seminary’s archive, from where they may still 
be accessed (http://library.dts.edu/Pages/TL/Special/main.shtml).



For a systematic theology attentive 
to natural science,1 questions con -
cer ning the reality, origin and 

impact of sin are among the most comp-
lex and challenging today.2 The aim of 
this article is to discuss some of those 
questions, centering on the origin of hu -
ma nity and sin, questions where Chris -
tian doctrine grounded in traditional 
narratives of the origin of the world, 
humanity and sin, are challenged by re -
cent scientific findings. My intention is 
not to provide an apologetic for any spe-
cific given historical or contemporary ver-
sion of Christian doctrine, but to contri-
bute to the constructive systematic theo-
logical task of putting forth Christian 
faith as a coherent way to understand all 
of reality and human living.3 The research 
question can be phrased in this way: If sin 
is not a (metaphysical) necessity, but a 
historical and contingent phenomenon, 
and traditional narratives on sin and 
human origins are no longer plausible on 
scientific grounds; how then did sin enter 
the world?4   

I will start by discussing the plausibili-
ty problems connected to what I call tra-
ditional narratives about how sin entered 
the world. Then I will advance to a theo-
logical discussion where I give reasons for 
adherence to the first if-clause of the re -
search question on sin as not necessary, 
but contingent. Lastly, after surveying 
some available positions on the matter, I 
suggest how one can imagine sin having 
entered the world as a contingent pheno-
menon within a scientifically informed 
Christian interpretation of reality today. 

The Plausibility Problems of 
Traditional Narratives 
For centuries, many (probably most) 
Christians believed in some kind of way 
that Adam and Eve were the concrete and 
historical two first human beings, a single 
couple from whom all later humans des -
cend physically.5 They were created by 
God in a blissful state of perfection6, 
with out sin, in a world without death and 
evil.7 However, because of their ‘fall’8 into 
sin after being tempted within the created 
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realm, death and decay entered the world 
as a consequence, and the human lineage 
consequently came under an inescapable 
bondage to sin.9  

Versions of such traditional narratives 
come to expression in a range of Chris -
tian practices throughout history, such as 
in art, poetry, liturgy, and confessional or 
creedal statements, in implicit and expli-
cit ways. Apart from the explicit histori-
cal claims such traditional narratives 
make, they are used in doctrinal contexts, 
among other things, as part of different 
kinds of theodicies, theories of salva tion/ 
atonement and the freedom or bondage 
of the will in relation to salvation. Then 
again, it has significance in connection to 
the theology of original sin connected to 
(infant) baptism and the Virgin birth in 
many theological systems.10 They are  
therefore of great importance within a 
comprehensive theological framework. 

Particularly after the Enlightenment 
and the rise of modern science, this kind 
of narrative has been heavily questioned 
within as well as outside the church, often 
for different scientific reasons.11 Charles 
Darwin’s (1809-1882) theory of the ori-
gin of the diversity of species through 
natural selection from common ancestry, 
coupled with modern geological theories 
of an old universe and earth, has been 
and continues to be one of the central 
challenges raised to such a narrative. After 
Darwin, many other scientific insights 
and theories complete the picture. 
However, the theological and religious 
philosophical significance of the theory of 
evolution is far more nuanced and com -
plex than a simple yes or no to Christian 
faith, or any other kind of faith,12 or a yes 
or no to the authority or content of the 
Bible13.  

Scientific evidence from evolutionary 
biology, paleontology, geology, and gene-

tics question especially two notions in the 
traditional narrative sketched above. The 
first is the idea of so-called monogenesis – 
that all human beings descend from one 
single couple only. Most population gene-
ticists today hold that the human popula-
tion never was below at least 10 000 indi-
viduals during the transition from the 
evolutionary precursors to homo sapiens 
(anatomically modern human beings). 
The second is the idea of a paradisiac ori-
gin of humanity. There is no empirical 
evidence of human beings sometime 
living under conditions dramatically dif-
ferent from ours when it comes to the 
presence of suffering and futility in the 
world or some kind of moral perfection 
associated with a pre-lapsarian (pre-fal-
len) state. 

It is important to emphasize the hypo-
thetical nature of the reasoning in the dis-
cussion that follows. It might be that an 
intellectual discussion relating traditional 
theological narratives and current science 
is not necessary or relevant in many con-
texts and for many people. A mythical, 
metaphorical, or kerygmatic approach to 
the questions might do as good a job as a 
systematic treatment based on rationality, 
coherence and available science in many 
contexts.14 And further, because of the 
inherently hypothetical and not-yet-
complete nature of science, my sugges-
tions should not be read as final, absolute 
answers to how the complete integration 
of theology and science must forever look 
from now on. They are instead to be 
taken as conditional propositions: if what 
science says on this or that point is true, 
and we think that science really is a pur-
suit of truth and can help us discern 
something of it, even from a theological 
perspective, then an answer to how to 
relate Christian faith to it might look like 
this. Performing such a task is a part of 
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the Christian apologetic task of being able 
to give a rational account for our belief 
(cf. 1 Pet 3:15). 

Scripture Interpreted by and 
Interpreting Science 
Debates about Adam, evolution, and the 
ori gin of sin among Christians tend to 
run quickly into questions about biblical 
authority, hermeneutics and exegetical 
ques tions pertaining to texts in both bib-
lical testaments. It is impossible to survey 
the whole range of questions, positions 
and arguments involved in such matters 
here, and I am consciously trying to avoid 
making the question purely an issue of 
biblical authority or exegetical topoi or a 
combination of these. My aim is rather to 
make a systematic theological discussion 
about patterns of thought in conscious 
interaction with the many layers of tradi-
tion, including biblical interpretation, 
which we are confronted with in such dis-
cussions. 

Nevertheless, I will have to make some 
brief remarks about my Augustinian kind 
of thinking about the most important 
ques tions of the relationship of science 
and biblical interpretation that is implied 
in the reasoning that follows. I take these 
to be largely uncontroversial, although 
their later application might be controver-
sial. When relating Scripture and science 
as part of a theological system,15 I do not 
think that biblical authority or specific 
interpretations of biblical texts is estab -
lished before making a theological system 
on this basis, but that the theories of how 
to use Scripture and how it relates to  
scientific findings is an integral part of the 
theological system itself.16 

In some oft-quoted passages from his 
treatise on The Literal Meaning of Gene -
sis (De Genesi ad litteram) Augustine of 
Hippo (354-430) writes: 

In matters that are obscure and far 
beyond our vision, even in such as 
we may find treated in Holy Scrip -
ture, different interpretations are 
sometimes possible without preju-
dice to the faith we have received. 
In such a case, we should not rush 
in headlong and so firmly take our 
stand on one side that, if further 
progress in the search of truth just-
ly undermines this position, we too 
fall with it. That would be to battle 
not for the teaching of Holy Scrip -
ture but for our own, wishing its 
teaching to conform to ours, where -
as we ought to wish ours to con-
form to that of Sacred Scripture.17 

We can discern two basic hermeneutical 
principles for biblical interpretation here. 
The first is the awareness that there are 
instances where Scripture can be interpre-
ted differently based on honest truth-seek -
ing within other disciplines without obscu -
ring the faith. The second is a certain cau-
tion about binding biblical interpretation 
too tightly to scientific evidence that is not 
clear enough to bear the burden, while 
still not refusing to try to think them 
together. A similar attitude is famously 
put in proverbial form by Holmes Rols -
ton III: ‘The religion that is married to sci-
ence today will be a widow tomorrow. 
[…] But the religion that is divorced from 
science today will leave no offspring 
tomorrow.’18 Although any kind of rela-
tionship with contemporary science 
remains in some way an incomplete, 
hypothetical and preliminary project, 
there is no real alternative to trying to 
make such relationships. 

Augustine writes further on potential 
conflicts between supposed interpreta-
tions of biblical texts and something like 
what today would be called scientific evi-
dence:  
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Usually, even a non-Christian knows 
something about the earth, the hea-
vens, and the other elements of this 
world, about the motion and orbit 
of the stars and even their size and 
relative positions, about the predic-
table eclipses of the sun and moon, 
the cycles of the years and the sea-
sons, about the kinds of animals 
[Darwinian sic!], shrubs, stones, 
and so forth, and this knowledge he 
holds to as being certain from rea-
son and experience. Now, it is a 
dis graceful and dangerous thing for 
an infidel to hear a Christian, pre-
sumably giving the meaning of 
Holy Scripture, talking non-sense 
on these topics […]. The shame is 
not so much that an ignorant indi-
vidual is derided, but that people 
outside the household of the faith 
think our sacred writers held such 
opinions, and, to the great loss of 
those for whose salvation we toil, 
the writers of our Scripture are cri-
ticized and rejected as unlearned 
men. If they find a Christian mista-
ken in a field which they themselves 
know well and hear him maintai-
ning his foolish opinions about our 
books, how are they going to belie-
ve those books in matters concer-
ning the resurrection of the dead, 
the hope of eternal life, and the 
kingdom of heaven, when they 
think their pages are full of false-
hoods on facts which they themsel-
ves have learnt from experience 
and the light of reason?19 

What Augustine puts well here is that 
where clear scientific evidence, based on 
real empirical evidence and sound theore-
tical reasoning built upon them, conflicts 
with an interpretation of Scripture we 
hold to, this tension has to be relieved.20  

In most cases, this would amount to some 
kind of re-thinking of our interpretation 
of Scripture – or, by extension, the tradi-
tional teaching of the church based on 
such an interpretation of Scripture, as in 

the case of the traditional narratives refer-
red to above. This principle does not mean 
that Scripture cannot correct hu man 
knowledge; there are historical examples 
of ideas later being recognized as good 
science that had their roots in theological 
ideas, and it is thinkable that science may 
learn from theology even in questions 
related to the ones discussed here. But 
when interpretations of Scripture require 
scientific ‘non-sense’ on any given topic, 
our first inclination should be to re-think 
our interpretations rather than to insist 
on biblical authority or inerrancy, or to 
engage in hopeless alternative scientific 
projects.21 

State of the Science 
The crucial question to be raised after lay-
ing out these hermeneutical principles is: 
What are the established scientific facts 
con cerning the matters discussed? There 
are many pitfalls available for simplistic 
answers here, and I cannot give anything 
close to a complete scientific answer for 
my own, due both to my fields of scholar-
ly competence as well as the number of 
relevant scientific sources. 

Traditionally, the dividing lines betwe-
en theologians and Christians of different 
types regarding the historicity of Adam 
and humanity’s fall into sin has mainly 
been drawn between ‘conservative’ Chris -
tians professing a strong version of the (in 
some sense literal) authority and reliabili-
ty of Scripture, and ‘liberals’ that more 
freely could dismiss biblical texts as col-
lections of outdated ideas. However, in 
recent years, in response to clearer scien-
tific evidence, the discussion has moved 
also inside ‘conservative’ circles, within a 
spectrum including Evangelicalism as 
well as Catholicism, where the authority 
of Scripture is taken more for granted.22 

The Christian biologist Dennis R. 
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Venema summarizes the scientific debate 
regarding some questions important to 
the discussion in this article in the follo-
wing rhetorically heightened way: 

many theories in science are so well 
established that it is highly unlikely 
new evidence will substantially 
modify them. […] The sun is at the 
center of our solar system, humans 
evolved, and we evolved as a popu-
lation.23 

Venema’s claim of heliocentric certainty 
on this point has been subject to some 
debate. After a long discussion taken up 
by biologist Richard Buggs, Venema 
acknow ledged that all of humankind may 
(mathematically) genetically stem from 
two sole individuals living about 700 000 
years ago.24 This scenario will need to 
involve a sudden catastrophic dip of the 
population of all Eurasian hominins liv -
ing at the time25 to the number of two in 
a single generation, followed by a rapid 
exponential growth, and this is highly 
implausible, in Venema’s words not even 
‘remotely plausible’.26 So his point stands. 

Thus, in the words of Ian McFarland, 
‘[b]y Augustine’s own hermeneutical cri-
teria’  the traditional narratives mentio-
ned above cannot stand, even if Augus -
tine adhered to a version of them him -
self.27 There never was a single first hum -
an couple defining the course of the rest 
of the history of humanity by their 
actions. If this is the case – and there are 
good reasons to think that – we are left 
with a series of hermeneutical-theological 
and apologetic tasks. Traditional Chris -
tian doctrines and their narrative back -
drop as sketched above must be thought 
through anew, being sensible to what is 
essential to them and how to continue to 
interpret the biblical texts behind them as 
authoritative and life-giving Word of God 
in light of our best scientific knowledge.28 

The Contingency of Sin 
A possible way of responding to the plau-
sibility problems of traditional narratives 
and doctrines facing current science, 
would be to abandon them and the doc -
trines they support entirely.29 This solu-
tion may threaten to undermine the Chris -
tian faith as such. The path taken here is 
another one: first to explore (briefly) 
what the significant central elements of 
the doctrine of sin and the origin of sin 
are in a systematic theological perspec-
tive, then to try to express those in a way 
attentive to scientific insights. I will try to 
make this first step by way of a summary 
expanding on four theses, after some ini-
tial methodical considerations. 

The Christian message is first and fore-
most a message about Christ and God’s 
grace given in him. It is from the vantage 
point of the redemption of Christ that we 
as Christians look backward in direction 
of the beginning and forward in direction 
of the eschaton.30 More than an account 
of exactly what historically went wrong 
in the world, where, when and in which 
way, the doctrine of sin is a doctrine 
about our current shared need of the sal-
vation that God graciously gives in 
Christ’s death and resurrection. The 
doctrine of sin is rather a consequence, 
the flipside of, the doctrine of redemption 
than a presupposition for the doctrine of 
redemption in Christ.31 

My first thesis on central elements of 
the doctrine of sin, is that sin is a reality. 
This is a very basic insight in Christian 
theology: we have a problem. That sin is 
a reality means either that sin has always 
been a reality, or that at some point this 
reality has come into existence. The 
almost universally shared human experi-
ence that it is something wrong in the 
world and human life, that things are not 
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either the way they were, or should have 
been or shall become, suggest that the 
current state of the world is not simply 
the way things have always been and will 
always be.32 Sin is experienced almost 
uni versally by human beings through 
such phenomena as evil, deceit, violence, 
abuse, greed and so on, but also through 
anxiety or Anfechtung arising from our 
damaged relation to God. However, sin is 
not as such detectable scientifically as a 
problem, at least in its moral aspects. The 
natural scientist as scientist can say much 
about how things are and what people (or 
animals) do, but not about what they 
ought to do. To identify sin as sin and 
make human beings responsible for their 
lives and accountable toward God the 
Creator, it is necessary to activate philo-
sophical and/or theological reasoning. 

Second, all human beings are sinners 
and thus in total need of God’s salvific 
interception. According to Lutheran the-
ology (and most other Christian tradi-
tions), sin is a problem we are not able to 
solve ourselves on our own, either indi-
vidually or corporately. However, it is 
probably more correct to say that we are 
all sinners because we all sin/are sinners, 
than because our fore-parent(s) did.33 The 
inevitability of sin in each human being’s 
life is thus not due to a forcing necessity 
that can free us from responsibility or 
guilt, but to a kind of accumulative pres-
sure of living as part of a collective huma-
nity continually sinning and in a world 
marked by that. There is one exception to 
this rule, though. The basic insight in 
Chris tology that Jesus Christ was fully 
divine and fully man, yet without sin  
(cf. Hebr 4:15), shows that it is not an 
essential feature of humanity to be sinful 
even if every human being except Christ 
are sinners – and this holds even regard-
less of whether there were ever a concrete 

pre-historical paradisiac sinlessness of 
human beings. 

Third, sin is our fault, not God’s. This 
is a kind paradox given the belief in God 
as creator of everything, thus rejecting 
forth right metaphysical dualism. Is it 
expres sed as such e.g. in the Augsburg 
Confession art. XIX ‘although God does 
create and preserve nature, yet the cause 
of sin is the will of the wicked’ (emphasis 
mine). God created everything but is not 
the cause of sin! Dietrich Bonhoeffer puts 
this point strikingly:  

The Bible does not seek to impart 
information about the origin of evil 
but to witness to its character as 
guilt and as the unending burden 
that humankind bears. [..] It will 
[..] never be possible simply to 
blame the devil who has led one 
astray; instead this same devil will 
always be precisely in the place 
where I, as God’s creature, in God’s 
world, ought to have been living 
and did not wish to live. [..] [It is] 
just as impossible to accuse crea-
tion of being imperfect and to 
blame it for my evil. The guilt is 
mine alone.34 

Fourth, a fundamental Christian insight 
regarding sin (and its associates suffering, 
death and decay) is that it does or did not 
have to be this way. In every concrete act 
of sinning as well as in all humankind 
having become sinners in the stronger 
sense, in our current lives as well as in the 
lives of our forebearers, it is possible to 
imagine not sinning. This implies that 
God is not/was not forced to use the  
cruelties of the evolutionary process as his 
only option for creating something good 
(in this sense our sinful world is not the 
best possible world, but perhaps the best 
possible world with us in it35). As a Chris -
tian endorsing the strict scientific theory 
of evolution and its empirical basis, I still 
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think it is important that we do not 
conflate the concrete evolutionary pro-
cess and the concrete sinful human histo-
ry in this world with God’s original will 
or his only option for creation.36 Instead 
of viewing evolution as God’s ultimate 
intention, one should view evolution as 
God’s way of sustaining and by novelty 
make all of creation flourishing under 
present conditions, including human sin. 
It is possible to imagine an evolutionary 
process with both more or less of the dark 
sides of suffering, evil and death, but that 
would be another world. 

How Sin Entered the World 
If sin is to be conceived as a reality that is 
not necessary and cannot be blamed on 
God, it seems that in some sense sin must 
have ‘entered’ the world at some point or 
in some way. The expression comes from 
Paul in Rom 5:12, using the word eiser -
khomai, to come into.37 The phrase has a 
similar kind of paradoxicality to it as the 
snake in the Garden story (where did it 
come from?), for was sin in any sense or 
anywhere before it entered the world, 
which seems to follow from the spatial 
ex pression in the metaphor? Perhaps a 
better term would be to say that sin arose 
within the world, but for the sake of fami-
liarity I will stick to the traditional term. 
Biblical theology as well as anthropologi-
cal and philosophical considerations 
strongly suggest that this entrance of sin 
is in some way closely connected to the 
rise of humankind.  

I will start my suggestive discussion 
about how this can be imagined in a sci-
entifically informed Christian faith today 
by sketching out four types of alternatives 
currently trying to respond to the plausi-
bility problems of the traditional narra -
tives outlined above while being attentive 
to current natural scientific knowledge.38 

They are all closely connected to the 
question of the historicity of the first sin-
ners in traditional narratives, Adam and 
Eve, and their scientific plausibility. 

Current Alternatives to Traditional 
Narratives 
A first type of views is those that cham-
pion more or less purely existential inter-
pretations of the Genesis narrative. The 
story of the disobedience of Adam and 
Eve is primarily exemplary or typological, 
expressing common elements of the 
human condition. This type of views does 
often not in a strong sense answer the 
question in the way I have framed it here, 
but elements of such views can be interes-
ting alternatives for integration in a nuan-
ced position, because they often contain 
insightful perspectives on the current 
situation of human beings as sinners. 

According to these types of views, 
Adam and Eve are not historical individu-
als, and the ‘fall’ into sin is not an event 
in history with a before and after in the 
normal sense, but some kind of mytholo-
gical or figurative narration of the com-
mon human condition. An oft-quoted repre -
 sentative of this view is Søren Kierke -
gaard, who emphasized that the condi-
tion present at Adam’s fall into sin is not 
radically different from the condition 
when we all make that same fall.39 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer also comes close to 
such a position because of his insistence 
on the inaccessibility of our origins and 
the fall.40 

A weakness of these types of views is 
that they might easily be taken to imply 
that sin is just the way things are and 
always have been (thus perhaps compro-
mising creation’s original goodness and 
the contingency of sin), since proponents 
often refuse to take a stand on the ques-
tion of how sin entered the world.41 
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A second type, and a more full-fledged 
attempt to answer my framing of the 
ques tion, is views where an attempt is 
made to uphold the idea of only two con -
crete individuals as the genetic origin of 
our species.42 But to avoid inconsistency 
with genetics, this couple is placed way 
back in history compared to traditional 
readings of the historical context of Ge ne -
sis, which are based on e.g. traditional 
biblical chronologies or the presence of 
agri culture in the story. This type of view 
is, as noted above, scientifically possible, 
but highly implausible.43 The Garden (in 
some kind of figurative sense) story of 
Adam and Eve, according to this type, 
stands for the first two human beings, 
which must be taken in a loose, hominin-
like sense, sometimes including Neander -
thals and Denisovians and other of our 
human-like relatives, falling into sin in a 
very distant past. Such versions can be 
found in circles affinitive to or affirming 
Intelligent Design-thinking.44 

This type of solution raises as many 
questions as it solves regarding human 
uniqueness and sinfulness. Besides being 
scientifically implausible, bordering on 
impossible, this kind of solution is also 
highly arbitrary in exegetical and herme-
neutical perspectives. It is difficult to see, 
for example, why the notion of a histori-
cal ancestor couple is the only point in the 
story recorded in Genesis that should be 
taken literally, while its historical and 
geographical context, as well as what the 
text says about the origin of other ani-
mals or the presence of agriculture, 
should not. This kind of views can be ex -
cluded from further discussion here as a 
possible but currently not even remotely 
plausible alternative. 

A third type of views affirms some 
kind of fairly recent45 historicity present 
in the Genesis narrative about Adam and 

Eve.46 This can happen in a way taking 
them to be two concrete historical per-
sons, or by making them representatives 
of the human race, either as individuals 
or a group.  

A first subcategory affirms that the 
Adam and Eve of Genesis were two con -
crete historical individuals in the recent 
past who are parents (in genealogical 
sense) of all human beings made in the 
image of God. However, to be reconci-
lable to genetic science, this couple is not 
conceived as the sole genetic progenitors 
of all humankind. This is a deviation 
from what I have called traditional nar -
ratives since it does not uphold monoge-
nism. This couple’s universal parenthood 
of modern humans came through gradual 
mingling with other creatures existing at 
the time. The transition from pre-human 
ancestors to humans made in the image of 
God happened through a special inter-
vention by God, either through a special 
spiritual endowment of already existing 
creatures, or a new miraculous creation 
of two individuals with similar genetic 
attributes as fellow human-like creatures. 
The Garden story recounts a rebellion 
against God that happened with the first 
human beings in this sense, which later 
spread to all humankind. 

A classical proponent of such a view is 
theologian John Stott, using the term 
homo divinus (‘divine’ man) for the first 
human beings created in the image of 
God, then falling into sin.47 The Christian 
scientist S. Joshua Swamidass has recently 
strongly championed the scientific possi-
bility of this kind of view, emphasizing 
that it is genetically possible that all cur-
rent human beings, as well as all human 
beings alive at AD 1, share a sole couple 
living recently in the Middle East as 
genealogical (not genetic) ancestors.48 If 
so, those were not our only (or first)49 
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genetic ancestors, and interbred with 
other biologically similar creatures at the 
time, which Swamidass calls ‘people  
outside the Garden’50, who had evolved 
through common descent (cf. the old 
ques tion about Cain’s wife, Gen 4:17). 
Through the generations, all living 
human beings through this original coup-
le’s lineage might have had a share both 
in their creation in the image of God and 
their fall into sin and its consequences. C. 
John (‘Jack’) Collins comes close to this 
view from another angle (without stres-
sing the insights from genetic/genealogi-
cal science), saying that Adam and Eve 
where representatives of the initial human 
population, their ‘father/king and mot-
her/queen’, and stressing their universal 
parenthood for later humanity.51 

In another subcategory of type three 
we find theologians insisting on the histo-
ricity or event-character of the fall all the 
while avoiding the claim that Adam and 
Eve were two concrete historical human 
persons. Instead, it is said that the Genesis 
story refers to real historical events, but 
narrated in a figurative, not literal sense, 
as is also the case with Collins. Thus, 
Adam and Eve can be taken to stand for 
an initial group of human beings repre-
senting them all vis-à-vis God. Some auth -
ors, especially in the reformed tradition, 
apply the concept of covenant to this kind 
of representation idea, borrowing from 
OT biblical theology and a certain rea-
ding of Hos 6:7.52 A recent example of 
this is James K. A. Smith, who argues that 
there might have been an initial group of 
hominins ‘elected’ by God into a cove-
nant, but his solution borders on type 
four because he places the event further 
back in time.53  

A fourth type of views claims that sin 
entered the world through a gradual pro-
cess connected to the rise of humankind 

as a population or certain characteristics 
of humanity, such as consciousness or 
abi lity for moral reflection or a special 
relation to God, and not through indi-
viduals (or groups) acting in a singular 
event. There have probably been suffe-
ring and death and natural behavior close 
to evil in the proper sense involved in 
natural processes long before human 
beings stepped on the earth, but sin in the 
proper sense committed by someone 
accountable for it arose when human 
beings became evolutionary capable of 
sinning in that sense. The South-African 
theologian Ernst M. Conradie is a current 
champion of such a view articulated into 
some detail.54 

The most important strength of this 
kind of solution is that it requires little 
adjustment to standard scientific ac counts 
of the history of humanity in order to 
integrate science and biblical concerns. It 
can also be argued that it is based on a 
more refined biblical hermeneutic, even if 
it raises important questions about how 
to understand apostolic authority and the 
literal sense of apostolic texts of the NT 
in some theological milieus. Its main 
weakness in relation to traditional narr-
atives is that the event-character of the 
‘fall’ is weakened. 

Discussion of the Most Promising 
Types 
Views of both the third and the fourth 
type might deserve a closer look as they 
are both scientifically and exegetically 
possible and to some extent plausible. 
Type three usually avoids scientific non-
sense in the hermeneutical sense of 
Augustine, but remains very hypothetical 
at the scientific level; there is no evidence 
against it, but there is also no scientific 
data suggesting that this really was the 
case, while there is scientific data and 
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plausible interpretations of them that at 
least implies that it was not the case. In 
order to make the idea come up scientifi-
cally at all, a certain historical-literally 
minded reading and hermeneutic of 
Scripture must be presupposed,55 so the 
weight of support for this argument must 
lie on the theological side.  

When it comes to biblical hermeneu-
tics, type three has an easier task in inte -
grating New Testament material about 
Adam in the framework of a theology 
strong ly emphasizing apostolic authority. 
There are passages in which both Paul, 
Jesus and the author of the Gospel of 
Luke seems to talk of Adam in a sense 
close to what we today would probably 
call a historical human person.56 But in 
the exegesis of Genesis and other relevant 
OT texts things are more complex. Why, 
for example, must the claim that the first 
human being Adam was created ‘from 
dust’ and given ‘breath of life’ (Gen 2:7) 
indicate a kind of special creation or 
intervention concerning the creation of 
hum an beings in evolutionary perspec -
tive, while the same terms applied to 
other animals (Gen 1:20; 2:19) are not 
taken at the same level? And how is it to 
be explained in this kind of scenario that 
the narrative places the creation of ani-
mals chronologically after the creation of 
the first human being? Emphasis on a lite-
ral creation of Adam and Eve also seems 
to be little consistent with far-spread non-
literal interpretation of other literal 
aspects of the text. Few Adam and Eve 
supporters insist e.g. on the historical 
character of the walking and talking 
snake (no fossil evidence of such a species 
at the supposed time), the geographical 
location of the Garden (the rivers and 
lands of 2:11-14; and the location of the 
tree of life and the flaming sword, or their 
continued existence, 3:24) and the impli-

cit presence of Adam’s mother and father 
in the narrative (2:24). 

Type three can also have some difficul-
ties in its theological implications. In this 
model, the historical transition into hu -
mans in the full sense must presuppose 
some kind of miracle or special divine 
intervention. While this is a possibility, it 
is not clear why that must follow from a 
reading of Genesis that is not literal in a 
strong sense (as shown above). Invoking 
of miracles as an explanation of (partial-
ly) natural processes ought rather to hap-
pen when relatively unambiguous histori-
cal witness claims that a miracle happe-
ned, as in the case e.g. of the resurrection 
of Jesus. The literary characteristics of 
Gen 2-3 are much more ambiguous in 
this sense. And if they necessarily must be 
interpreted as describing such a miracle, it 
is strange that it did not leave any kind of 
scientifically detectable traces, especially 
if Adam was the kind of pre-lapsarian 
super-human he is often conceived as in 
traditional narratives.57 

I think it is a fair reading of Genesis 1-2 
that the primary miracle there is creation 
as such (ex nihilo and by the power of the 
word of God), not that human beings are 
created in a basically different or more 
direct way than other living creatures. An 
important motivation for claiming the 
historicity of Adam and Eve in this way is 
often that it provides a secure grounding 
for the dignity and rights of all human 
beings, as well as our common culpability 
for original sin by some kind of inheritance. 
However, a problem is that the model (at 
least in subcategory one versions) seems 
to be suggesting that genealogical descent 
is relevant to who has a share in this kind 
of humanity or sinfulness, and the door 
can be left open for very unpleasant con-
sequences in questions relating to racism 
and a naïve biological understanding of 
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sin.58 A better approach concerning hum -
an dignity, as has been convincingly argu-
ed by Monika Hellwig and Daryl P. 
Domning, is to underscore that ‘the 
boundary that marks the distinction bet-
ween the human and other animals need 
not be sharp to be real and consequen -
tial.’59 It does not require miraculous divi-
ne intervention. 

It is also a matter of discussion wheth -
er type three resonates more easily with 
the traditional narratives sketched at the 
beginning of this article than type four. 
The first human couple becomes so in a 
very revised sense, perhaps not being able 
to bear the theological implications that 
the traditional narrative used to carry. 
Swa midass’ genealogical hypothesis clear-
ly affirms that it scientifically requires a 
substantial population of ‘biological 
humans’ outside the Garden. The biblical 
texts alluded to in order to justify this 
claim can in my view hardly be taken to 
refer to such a population, talking of 
Nephilim, giants and sons of God (Gen 
6:1-4) – not anything close to humans of 
the same biological makeup as Adam and 
Eve. Cain’s wife and the inhabitants of 
cities outside the Garden is a better basis, 
but the narrative of Genesis still claims 
quite straightforwardly that there was no 
human being before the creation of Adam 
(Gen 2:5).60 Swamidass’ use of the term 
monogenism also becomes quite contra-
intuitive. The ‘people outside the Garden’ 
who according to evolutionary science 
made the proposed ‘monogenism revised’ 
of a genealogical Adam and Eve possible, 
did not themselves rise through monoge-
nism. 

The traditional connection between 
human sin, suffering and physical death 
(e.g. the pre-lapsarian state) is also lost in 
type three (as in all the other types). Thus, 
it might seem that the hermeneutic 

strength of type three regards only herme-
neutics of biblical literacy and authority 
when they are applied selectively and 
does not besides that have notably more 
theological explanatory power than type 
four. My tentative conclusion regarding 
type three is that it is scientifically pos-
sible, but scientifically implausible (or, 
scien tifically strictly not assessible). The 
theological support for the view, however, 
is not strong enough to make it very att-
ractive as a comprehensive alternative. It 
is in a fundamental way arbitrary in what 
it takes for granted as needing to be inter-
preted literally in the Scriptures. 

I have thus ended up assessing types 
one through three as not plausible in dif-
ferent degrees. That does not imply that 
type four is totally convincing or logically 
necessary, but it seems to be the best pos-
sible explanation of the data I am cur-
rently aware of from science and theol-
ogy.61 I will therefore end by a suggestive 
further articulation of such a view, in dia-
logue with some central possible objec-
tions. 

Ernst M. Conradie articulates an attrac -
tive version of type four, the entrance of 
sin to the world as a gradual process con-
nected to the evolutionary rise of human-
kind, in Redeeming Sin (2017).62 The aim 
of the book is to retrieve Christian sin-
talk in the discourse concerning current 
environmental problems, but he also goes 
quite far in discussing what has went 
wrong in the world. A central notion in 
his proposal is the distinction between 
different levels of complexity in the evo-
lutionary process and their connection to 
the questions discussed here. He speaks 
of ‘bifurcations’ that happened both befo-
re, during and after the transition into 
human beings:  

At each level of emerging complex-
ity in (human) evolution, what may 
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retrospectively be considered to be 
‘good’ (reaching maturity) or ‘bad’ 
(undermining a process of matura-
tion) is not pre-determined. Bifur -
ca tion (in the sense of things going 
‘right’ or ‘wrong’) is possible but 
not necessary at each level of com -
plexity in an ongoing process appa-
rently aimed at reaching relative 
maturity appropriate to that level. 
Bifurcation at a given level of 
complexity will set parameters for 
any further levels of complexity but 
does not determine further bifurca-
tions. Only at some levels of com -
plexity such bifurcation may, retro -
spectively, be judged in economic, 
moral, religious or theological 
terms.63 

The concept of maturation is drawn from 
the theology of the Church Father Ire -
naeus of Lyon (c. 125-c. 203) and theolo-
gians following him.64 He thought that 
the first human pair in paradise was crea-
ted with a childlike innocence, and was 
in tended to grow. This is a notion that 
can fit very well with modern evolutiona-
ry cosmology. Furthermore, by emphasi-
zing the relative ‘freedom’ of each level of 
complexity even if they in a certain sense 
follow upon and determine another, 
Conradie also opens the possibility of 
maintaining the traditional Augustinian 
notion that human beings at some time 
were able not to sin (posse non peccare). 
In Conradie’s version this means only 
minimally that they were never forced 
into sinning by some kind of necessity; it 
does not necessarily mean that human 
beings at some point were in a very diffe-
rent and less vulnerable position with 
respect to sin. The only principal differen-
ce between the first human sinner(s) and 
later generations of sinners would be the 
difference of not having (accountable) 
sinners as biological and sociological pa -
rents, however much or little that entails. 

A gradual view of how sin entered the 
world needs to be accompanied by a 
nuanced view of the close connections 
between human beings and our pre-hu -
man predecessors when it comes to sinful 
behavior. As pointed out by Michael J. 
Chapman, ‘humans are predisposed to 
misbehaviors (..) because of our evolutio-
nary history’.65 Human beings always 
have been (from the transitional phase[s] 
into our species until now) genetically dis-
posed for sinning through their evolutio-
nary heritage. This fact, however, does 
not mean that human beings are not 
accountable for sin, from our origins until 
now, because when human beings beca-
me aware of what they were doing, and 
that they could refrain from doing wrong 
or evil things or damaging their relation -
ship with God, they were accountable 
spiritual beings and responsible moral 
agents (cf. the fall as knowledge of good 
and evil in the Genesis narrative). Thus, 
this evolutionary heritage is perhaps not a 
greater problem for avoiding blaming 
God for sin than traditional versions 
under scoring sin as a possibility in the 
pre-lapsarian state. The snake was in the 
Garden, after all. Together with this no -
tion of accountability, it is plausible to 
connect the rise of human sin within the 
world with higher levels of complexity 
concerning consciousness of self, of the 
human other and his/her dignity, and of 
God as benevolent creator and the human 
relation to God.66 

There are pointers in the direction of 
this almost purely hypothetical character 
of the ‘pre-lapsarian’ state of posse non 
peccare both in the biblical narrative and 
in pre-enlightenment and pre-Darwin 
theological reflection. In the Genesis nar -
rative, there is nothing notable happening 
between the creation of man and his 
woman before they both disobey the only 
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prohibition he ever received. Adam 
wasn’t very long in Paradise! An example 
is the Church Father Maximus the Con -
fessor (c. 580-662), who was a sharp cri-
tic of Origen’s theory of a pre-creational 
fall with creation itself as a kind of conse-
quence of this fall.67 Thus Maximus em -
phasized that the fall into sin happened 
after God had created everything, inside 
the created realm. However, he still says 
that man fell when he was created (hama 
to ginesthai – ‘together with the act of 
coming into existence’), as to underscore 
that the pre-lapsarian state is of a more 
principal and hypothetical kind than a 
period of notable duration.68 

An important question facing type 
four views of the story about how sin 
began is how it resonates with the event-
character and thus the historical contin -
gency of the fall. As Cavanaugh and Smith 
points out, it may seem to be crucial for 
traditional doctrine that the nature of the 
Fall is ‘historical’ or ‘event-ish’.69 Thomas 
A. Noble, for example, strongly argues 
that the Fall must be ‘an event within the 
created realm’, adding that it must be a 
single event.70 For reasons of upholding 
the contingency of sin I fully appreciate 
the notion inherent in the first point that 
sin happened within creation, but I think 
it is worth asking with Daryl P. Domning 
whether the second is not an ‘unexami-
ned assumption’ left over from traditional 
narratives that must not necessarily fol-
low from a reading of the biblical texts 
and a dogmatics of sin as contingent 
attentive to natural science.71 

A short visit to Paul Ricoeur can per-
haps help here. He speaks of an ‘extreme 
contraction of the origin of evil into one 
point’ in the ‘Adamic’ myth’ (we could 
add, also in traditional narratives based 
on it), that ‘emphasizes the irrationality 
of that cleavage.’ But it is still narratively 

spread out into a ‘drama which takes 
time’, thus suggesting that the point is not 
the duration of the ‘event’ as short or 
long.72 Thus, I suggest, human beings 
star  ted to sin when they became evolutio-
nary capable of doing so, and has conti-
nued doing so from that time on.73 The 
duration or historical frequency (or how 
many times it happened) of the event(s) is 
strictly irrelevant to the doctrine of sin, 
and there are good reasons to think that 
we will never be able to describe exactly 
when, how or how many times it happe-
ned. What we know is that it happened to 
human beings and affects us all. 

Gregory A. Peterson argues that ‘[i]n 
an evolutionary framework, it might be 
more accurate to speak not of “the fall’ 
but of falling,’ thus resonating well with 
my argument so far on the gradual en -
trance of sin. However, he also adds that 
this falling in a comprehensive picture 
could not be seen only as a falling down 
(from some original heights) but also as a 
falling up. The bifurcations into new 
levels of complexity in human evolution 
are always double edged, while opening 
possibilities of heightened goodness, they 
may also be used to maximize evil. So 
there is a certain risk and fragility invol-
ved in the special attributes of human 
beings – the higher you are climbing, the 
farther down might you fall.74 This is a 
dynamic well recognizable from use and 
misuse of modern technology and globa-
lization. This way of putting it resonates 
well both with an Irenean model of matu-
ration and the Genesis story, where the 
Fall leads to gain as well as pain, height -
ened knowledge as well as expulsion 
from the Garden by the grace of God. 

A last objection to the view of the 
entrance of sin into the world as a gradu-
al process to be treated only briefly here 
(relative to its complexity and contro -
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versy) is the one from biblical (apostolic) 
authority. What about the claims of Paul 
and other NT passages concerning 
Adam? Do they not presuppose a histori-
cal, personal Adam and his single Fall? 
How then could we reject that? My first 
response to such questions is to take a 
step back and reflect briefly on the level 
of acuteness of the problem. There is cur-
rently much contextual emotional pressu-
re and in some circles ecclesial constraints 
connected to the question of the historical 
Adam as case of biblical authority, but it 
can be argued that there are similar cases 
concerning biblical authority which is not 
felt as having the same kind of urgency. 
Different strands of Christians today are 
often well accustomed to think that pas-
sages in the OT are accommodated to the 
language and system of knowledge cur-
rent at the time. E.g. the Earth is not flat, 
does not rest on pillars, and there is no 
underworld beneath our feet, even 
though some biblical texts seem to claim 
such things.75  There is no good reason to 
hold that the case is totally different in the 
NT. For example, almost no-one holds 
the view today that evil spiritual powers 
rest literally in the ‘air’ or the atmosphere 
closely above the earth (gr. aer, see Eph. 
2:2), that the seed of the mustard tree is 
literally the smallest of all seeds (see Mark 
4:31, where Jesus seems to be claiming 
that), or that nature itself teaches that 
long hair is shameful to a man (1 Cor 
11:14). These are all questions where the 
interpretation and application of Scrip -
ture is usually informed by science or 
common sense in a quite straightforward 
way, without suggesting that it thereby 
undermines apostolic authority.76 Thus, 
we should at least be open to the possibi-
lity that Paul and other NT authors 
express ideas that are of theological rele-
vance together with ‘facts’ that are not 

viewed as facts by modern readers. 
When it comes to evolutionary biology 

and human origins, as provocatively put 
by Scot McKnight, Paul ‘could not have 
and therefore did not know better.’77 The 
reason is that all human communication 
happens within a cultural context, or put 
more theoretically: every true proposition 
must be placed in a theoretical frame -
work.78 It is fully possible, however, that 
propositions expressed within a theoreti-
cal framework including certain scientific 
or other knowledge from a given cultural 
position in space and time, can be true 
even in other theoretical frameworks. In 
the case of Jesus, this kind of incultura-
tion to the cultural theoretical framework 
of his day (e.g. concerning a global Noah-
flood, or the authorship of OT texts) can 
be seen Christologically as following 
from his full humanity. It is impossible to 
be fully human separated from any 
concrete, historical and cultural context. 
Whether this was something he in his 
divine-human person was aware of, 
merely accommodating what he said to 
his hearers, we will never now. In the his-
tory of ideas, one cannot expect people to 
answer questions that was not yet raised, 
or to adjust their theological reasoning to 
scientific insights yet not gained. Yet one 
does not therefore need to conclude that 
they were completely wrong, for relative 
to their theoretical framework their rea-
soning might have been all good. The 
question of whether Paul believed in a 
historical Adam is thus perhaps not the 
most important one. He did probably 
believe in Adam in a more ‘historical’ 
sense than most people today, but the dis-
tinctions between historical, figurative, 
mythological etc. approaches to primeval 
history in the modern sense was not 
known to him, because at the time there 
was little scientific knowledge available 
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about this part of history. A central task 
would therefore be to analyze not only 
the literal content of apostolic sayings, 
but also their meaning and motivation, 
and how they connect to other notions, 
even in the case of Adam and the fall. 

McKnight, citing Paul Achtemeier, 
points out some important aspects of 
Paul’s reasoning regarding Adam: 

‘The universality of human morta-
lity is Paul’s empirical proof of the 
universality of human sin.’ That is, 
Paul knows from Genesis that sin 
leads to death, and since all die, he 
knows that all sin.79 

If that is the case, the historicity of Adam 
is not a strict necessity for Paul’s articula-
tion of the meaning of the redemption 
given in Christ. The meaning of the figure 
of Adam in Paul’s reasoning is that all 
human beings are mortal sinners in need 
of redemption. A contemporary account 
of a gradual entrance of sin into the 
world could ground that concern just as 
well. 

We can thus think that Paul and other 
NT author express their views – views 
with real theological implications that 
should be integrated into contemporary 
systematic theology – within ancient 
theo  retical frameworks containing notions 
that we today have better knowledge of 
in e.g. scientific or historical terms. I sug-
gest that Paul would have expressed him-
self in other ways concerning Adam 
today, within a theoretical framework 
suitable for communication of the Gospel 
in our world, including the best available 
contemporary knowledge of evolutionary 
biology and genetic science, as well as the 
historical context of Genesis. Regrettably, 
however, we will never be able to ask 
him. 

The question in the end is perhaps: 
what is the greater problem for our theo-

logical systems? That minor adjustments 
are made to traditional notions in some 
corners about apostolic authority, cultu-
ral frameworks and historicity, or that the 
thinking about the hermeneutical relation 
between science and theology must be 
changed by claiming that Paul or other 
NT writers forces us to hold views that 
are at the end of the day highly implau-
sible in light of the best of contemporary 
science?80 I think that the first alternative 
is the most viable in the long run, because 
it is most in accordance with my herme-
neutical principles building on Augustine, 
and also the most faithful to Scripture, 
bringing Scripture into a real conversa-
tion with us and everything we do, know, 
think and believe. 

Conclusion 
In this article, I have surveyed different 
attempts to answer the question of how 
sin entered the world, attentive to current 
natural scientific knowledge of human 
ori gins. I first noted some plausibility 
prob lems for traditional narratives of the 
fall and original sin facing modern scien-
ce, most recently (population) genetics, 
which rejects the possibility of monogene-
sis in the traditional sense and questions 
the reality of a pre-lapsarian state. Then I 
noted four central elements of the doctri-
ne of sin that needs to be taken into 
account when trying to re-think traditio-
nal narratives in a contemporary syste-
matic theology that faithfully reworks the 
tradition. These included that sin is a rea-
lity, that all human beings are sinners, 
that sin is our fault, not God’s, and that 
things did not or do not have to be this 
way. By way of summary: sin is a contin-
gent, created reality that is not metaphy-
sically or otherwise necessary. 

Then I described four currently propo-
sed types of views attempting to describe 
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human origins and the entry of sin to the 
world. A first type refuses the question by 
avoiding answering it, making instead an 
existential interpretation of the Genesis 
nar rative. A second type places the first 
human couple and their ‘fall’ way back in 
hominin time. A third type suggests that 
Adam and Eve in some sense was histori-
cal human beings, created de novo or in 
some way endowed with a new relation -
ship with God, before falling in some 
kind of historical event. They may have 
interbred with other creatures of the time, 
and thus become the genealogical (but 
not genetic) ancestors of all later human 
beings. There are also group versions and 
more figurative versions of this type, 
where Adam and Eve are representatives 
or stands for a group of early human 
beings. The fourth type is to view the 
entrance of sin into the world as a gradu-
al process closely connected to the evolu-
tionary rise of humankind. After discus-

sion of type one through three concluding 
that they are all in some degree implau-
sible, I articulated a version of type four 
drawing on the work of Ernest M. 
Conradie, and in dialogue with some pos-
sible important objections to this way of 
thinking.  

In order to gain a more comprehensive 
understanding of the doctrine of sin 
attentive to natural science and other rele-
vant human knowledge, other questions 
that could not be handled here must be 
pursued as well. Among them are ques-
tions about what kind of problem sin is, 
what our common status as sinners enta-
ils, the relation between individual and 
collective aspects of the doctrine, and tra-
ditional ecumenical disagreements on the 
understanding of sin. The challenges rai-
sed by natural science may be an impetus 
to further work on the doctrine of sin also 
regarding such questions.81 
 

Gunnar Innerdal 39

Theofilos  vol. 12 nr. 1 2020

Notes 

1 In my understanding this excludes young-earth creationist views from discussion in this article, because I 
find them at odds with a great range of concrete empirically based, sound natural scientific reasoning in 
many disciplines. 
2 Wolfhart Pannenberg says: ‘No other theme in Christian anthropology has been so obscured for us today 
than that of sin and our approach to it’, (the first sentence under the heading ‘§ 3. Sin and Original Sin’), 
Systematic Theology, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans/Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1994), 231. Pannenberg is 
not only concerned with science-theology issues, but that is an important part of the complex picture he 
refers to. 
3 As I have shown in Gunnar Innerdal, ‘Troens troverdighet. En drøfting av apologetikkens oppgave og plass 
i systematisk teologi’, Teologisk Tidsskrift 1, no. 4 (2012): 419-436, this can be viewed as undertaking an 
apologetic task, or as having an apologetic concern within systematic theology. 
4 This question is highly relevant to the doctrine of original sin (as some kind of inheritance or consequence 
of the origin of sin), but the content of that particular doctrine will not be elaborated on in this article.  
5 See e.g. C. John Collins, Reading Genesis Well: Navigating History, Poetry, Science, and Truth in Genesis 
1-11 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2018), 232. Cf. Stephen Greenblatt, The Rise and Fall of Adam and Eve 
(London: The Bodley Head – Penguin Random House), 2-3; and first paragraph of Rebecca Randall, ‘What 
If We Don’t Have to Choose Between Evolution and Adam and Eve?’ Christianity Today Jan 30, 2020, see 
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2020/january-web-only/genealogical-adam-eve-evolution-joshua-swami-
dass.html. Joshua S. Swamidass himself does not include the intuitive sense of monogenism in his version of 
the traditional narrative, claiming he has most of theological history on his side. Joshua S. Swamidass, The 
Genealogical Adam and Eve: The Surprising Science of Universal Ancestry (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 
2019), 5 et al. I think he is wrong, but it is not possible to establish that statistically or otherwise in this  
context, except through the glimpses of historical examples given. 
6 How perfect this perfection was is a matter of dispute. The traditional theological consensus is that this 
original state was perfect at least in the sense of much better than the world we experience now, and without 
any kind of specific lack or content that questioned it from being ‘very good’ (Gen 1:31). 
7 Swamidass, again, alters the traditional narrative by placing sinlessness and the possibility of immortality 
within a Garden in the midst of a world with wrongdoing (perhaps not sin in the strong sense) and (at least 
physical) death present. Genealogical Adam and Eve, 178 Table 14.1, 205 et al. 
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8 I have put the word ‘fall’ in quotation marks just to underscore its utterly metaphorical sense (in the tradi-
tional western-Augustinian use as well as in theology standing in dialogue with modern science). See e.g. 
Ernst M. Conradie, Reedeming Sin: Social Diagnostics Amid Ecological Destruction (Lanham: Lexington 
Books, 2017) 136; cf. also Collins, Reading Genesis Well, 177; 227-233. 
9 A similar summary of the different aspects included in the concept historical Adam is made by Scot 
McKnight in Dennis R. Venema and Scot McKnight, Adam and the Genome: Reading Scripture after Genetic 
Science. (Grand Rapids, Brazos Press, 2017), 107-108. Note that my summary is by purpose made without 
making explicit claims that presuppose an in a strong sense literal interpretation of the texts concerning the 
creation of man (or other creatures) and the Eden story in Gen 1-3. I have also put the word narrative in  
plural (‘traditional narratives’) to make explicit that I do not refer to any single very particular view on each 
of the issues or notions involved. Instead, I am referring to a type of views that can be reasonably thought of 
as belonging to a group because they agree to a certain degree on the most important things.  
10 Some important examples include The 1529 Augsburg Confession art. II on original sin and its transmis-
sion from Adam; The 1577 Formula of Concord art. II on the status of the human will before and after the 
fall; The 1993 Catechism of the Catholic Church § 391, 391 & 399 on Adam and Eve as our ‘first parents’; 
and the canons of the ‘Augustinian’ 418 Council (or Synod) of Carthage on bodily death as a consequence  
of sin. 
11 They have of course also been questioned for other reasons and at earlier times, but that is not my  
concern here. For suggestions in other fields, se Tatha Wiley, Original Sin: Origins, Developments, 
Contemporary Meanings (New York: Paulist Press, 2002), 206-207. A through account of some of the  
problems at the intersection of traditional narratives and contemporary science can be found in John 
Schneider, ‘The Fall of Augustinian Adam: Original Fragility and Supralapsarian Purpose’, Zygon 47,  
1 (2012): 949-969. 
12 For a through account of this point, see Conor Cunningham, Darwin’s Pious Idea: Why the  
Ultra-Darwinists and Creationists Both Get It Wrong (Grand Rapids/Cambridge: Eerdmans, 2011). 
13 See e.g. Peter C. Bouteneff, Beginnings: Ancient Christian Readings of the Biblical Creation Narratives 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008).  
14 Cf. e.g. how Dietrich Bonhoeffer repeatedly stresses that our position in the middle (of an already sinful 
world) makes it impossible (and perhaps not desirable) for us to access the beginning, in Creation and Fall.  
15 The word system is here used in a loose sense, as what is the result of having done systematic theology, 
roughly equivalent to comprehensive position. 
16 Cf. Innerdal, Gunnar, ‘Bibelsynets systematisk-teologiske sammenheng.’ Theofilos Supplement no. 1 
(2015): 20-32, and ‘Troens troverdighet’, 425-426. 
17 (St.) Augustine, The Literal Meaning of Genesis, 18,37. Available among others in Ancient Christian 
Writers, vol. 41. Translated and annotated by John Hammond Taylor, S.J. (New York: Paulist Press, 1982). 
18 Holmes Rolston III, Science and Religion: A Critical Survey (Philadelphia and London: Templeton 
Foundation Press, 2006), p. ix. 
19 (St.) Augustine, The Literal Meaning of Genesis, 19,39. 
20 A similar stating of this point: ‘If indeed [the ‘books’ of] nature and Scripture have the same author, as 
Christians affirm, then there cannot, ultimately, be any disagreement between what we ‘read’ in one book 
and what we read in the other. The problem, of course, is that our ‘reading’ of either book is not perfect. 
Science does not yet have a full picture of many aspects of the natural world. Similarly, our exegesis and 
hermeneutics are not infallible. As a result, there may appear to be conflict between science and Scripture, 
and it may take a long time to sort out apparent disagreements as we wait for improvements in science and 
theology.’ Venema in Adam and the Genome, 8. Cf. the remarks on ‘all truth as God’s truth’ in the introduc-
tion to Douglas J. Moo, ‘The Type of the One to Come: Adam in Paul’s Theology’, lecture as part of Adam 
and the Fall, Creation Project at Henry Center. Available at https://henrycenter.tiu.edu/resource/the-type-of-
the-one-to-come-adam-in-pauls-theology/ (accessedible 05.09.2019)  
21 For a more thorough discussion of some points made in this paragraph, see Peter Harrison, ‘Is Science-
Religion Conflict Always a Bad Thing?: Augustinian Reflections on Christianity and Evolution,’ in in 
Evolution and the Fall, ed. James K. A. Smith and William T. Cavanaugh (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017). 
22 Cf. many of the works referred to and their pre-history, as well as, e.g. the conference Adam, the Fall, & 
the Goodness of God, at Henry Center March 22-23, 2019. To be noted in passing is that the later genera-
tions of mainstream Lutheran theologians has not regarded these questions as so significant as in the current 
discussion, having its center of gravity within Evangelicalism in the US. A recent example of this attitude can 
be found in Eva-Lotta Grantén, Utanför Paradiset: Arvsyndsläran i nutida luthersk teologi och etik 
(Stockholm: Verbum, 2013), esp. 44-47, where Grantén without further discussion goes far in rejecting any 
kind of historicity connected to the Genesis account, relying on the German biblical scholar Claus 
Westermann. See also Philip Hefner, ‘Biological Perspectives on Fall and Original Sin’, Zygon 28, 1 (1993): 
77-101. In my judgment, this difference is mainly due to different dominant frameworks concerning how to 
relate creation and redemption, science and theology, and questions about biblical authority. My discussion 
in this article purposefully discusses questions with the context of Evangelicalism strongly in view, without 
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for that reason suggesting that it is necessarily something wrong with the approach of Lutheran theologians 
(often situated in a European context) framing the discussion in another way. But the discussions in this  
article are relevant also Lutheran contexts because it concerns new scientific findings that has a bearing on 
what are the possible alternatives in this part of the science-theology discussion. An earlier version of a simi-
lar discussion is the back-and-forth debate between Per Lønning and Anders J. Bjørndalen in the Norwegian 
journal Tidsskrift for teologi og kirke in 1966. The most significant changes of premises in their discussion 
contra today, is new developments in genetics and OT hermeneutics and source criticism. 
23 Venema in Adam and the Genome, 4 and 55. My emphasis. In the words of his co-author Scot McKnight: 
‘that you and I, and the rest of humans for all time, come from two solitary individuals, Adam and Eve[:] 
Genetics make that claim impossible’ (xi). My emphasis. Collins puts the point a little more carefully: ‘it has 
become common among geneticists to infer not only that humans share common ancestry with the apes but 
also that the initial human population is much larger than two.’ Collins, Reading Genesis Well, 232.  
A popular account of recent mainstream genetical research can be found in Adam Rutherford, A Brief 
History of Everyone Who Ever Lived: The Stories In Our Genes (London: Orion Publishing co. 2016).  
Also available in U.S. version: A Brief History of Everyone Who Ever Lived: The Human Story Retold 
Through Our Genes. New York: The Experiment, 2017. 
24 The discussion leading to this conclusion happened mainly in a mile-long discussion thread at Biologos 
forum: https://discourse.biologos.org/t/adam-eve-and-population-genetics-a-reply-to-dr-richard-buggs-part-
1/37039/1064 (accessed March 4, 2019). Venema sums up his view in the podcast available at 
https://www.apologeticscanada.com/2018/11/30/adam-and-eve-and-the-human-genome-an-interview-with-
dennis-venema/ (from about 29:50; accessed March 3, 2019). 
25 These are not humans in the sense applied by Venema in the book, equaling anatomically modern human 
beings, possibly appearing as far back as about 300 000 years ago. It is notoriously difficult to define the 
boundary between human and non-human in this context, specially scientifically (because all species bound-
aries in evolutionary history are more or less arbitrary dividing lines through gradient changes), but also  
theologically (where to draw the line between humans and hominins, why and with what consequences). 
26 Again at https://discourse.biologos.org/t/adam-eve-and-population-genetics-a-reply-to-dr-richard-buggs-
part-1/37039/1064. 
27 Ian McFarland, In Adam’s fall: A Meditation on the Christian Doctrine of Original Sin (Chichester: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 143. The words are used with reference to the passages from Augustine discussed 
above in a footnote. McFarland does not claim that this is Augustine’s view of the concrete matter, but tries 
to apply Augustine’s hermeneutical criteria to the scientific situation today, which Augustine for obvious  
reasons could not. In the context McFarland also includes issues about evolutionary theodicy. I do not have 
space to go into that question in this article. Attempts at that can be found in Christopher Southgate, The 
Groaning of Creation: God, Evolution and the Problem of Evil (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 
2008), or in Asle Eikrem and Atle Ottesen Søvik, ‘Evolutionary theodicies – an attempt to overcome some 
impasses’, Neue Zeitschrift für Systematiche Theologie und Religionsphilosophie, 3, (2018:) 428-434, 
preprint available at 
https://atleottesensovik.mf.no/Filer/Publikasjoner%20før%202018/Evolutionary%20theodicies%20preprint.pdf 
(accessed March 8, 2019). 
28 A good description of this task is found in William T. Cavanaugh & James K. A. Smith, ‘Introduction: 
Beyond Galileo to Chalcedon’, in Evolution and the Fall (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017). They summarize: 
‘the church will have to collectively discern what constitutes a faithful extension of the tradition. Perhaps we 
might determine that the picture of a historical couple lapsing in a single episode is not essential. But we 
might also discern that making fallenness basically synonymous with finitude violates the ‘core’ of the  
traditional doctrine,’ p. xxv. Cf. a similar understanding of this theological task in Nicholas Olkovich, 
‘Reinterpreting Original Sin: Integrating Insights From Sociology and the Evolutionary Sciences,’ The 
Heythrop Journal, LIV (2013): 715-731. 
29 This is the main approach taken in Patricia A. Williams, Doing without Adam and Eve: Sociobiology and 
Original Sin (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001). A similar account to mine so far of the history of traditio -
nal narratives, their problems and the possible paths forward can be found in Wiley, Original Sin, 1 and  
passim, cf. also Conradie, Redeeming Sin, 131. Wiley, however, rejects the historicity of traditional narratives 
of Adam and Eve, and constructs a doctrine of original sin that is grounded (only) in an analysis of the  
present human situation as sustained inauthenticity, drawing especially on Bernhard Lonergan (see ch. 8). 
Thus she is not much interested in the question put in the way I do in this article. 
30 As Dietrich Bonhoeffer puts it, ‘[the church] views the creation from Christ; or better, in the fallen, old 
world it believes in the world of the new creation, the new world of the beginning and end, because it 
believes in Christ and nothing else.’ Creation and Fall: A Theological Exposition of Genesis 1–3. Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer Works, vol. 3. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), 22 (the volume is a transcript of Bonhoeffer’s 
lectures at the University of Berlin, 1932-33). Already the Church Father Ireneus (ca. 200 AD) suggested that 
it is Adam that is modelled on Christ, not the other way around, se Bouteneff, Beginnings, 81-82. 
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31 See T. A. Noble, ‘Original Sin and the Fall: Definitions and A Proposal,’ in R. J. Berry and T.A. Noble, 
eds. Darwin, Creation and the Fall: Theological Challenges (Nottingham: Apollos/InterVarsity Press, 2009), 
112-113. 
32 That this is a basic insight in the doctrine of sin is emphasized e.g. by Jan-Olav Henriksen (referring to 
John Haught), in Life, Love and Hope: God and Human Experience (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 2014),  
262-3n49; and Conradie, Redeeming Sin, 76 and passim.  
33 This is almost surely the better interpretation of the Greek phrase eph’ ho in Rom 5:12: not that every-
body sinned ‘in’ that one human being (so Augustine and many other Latin writers, following the Latin 
Vulgate translation), but that all are sinners subject to death ‘because’ they (like that one human being) have 
all sinned themselves. See e.g. McKnight in Adam and the Genome, 173; 184-188. 
34 Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall, 105. 
35 This is a central claim in the theodicy developed by Atle Ottesen Søvik. Se The Problem of Evil and the 
Power of God (Leiden: Brill, 2011) and later works. 
36 Cf. Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall, 139. 
37 As Collins, Reading Genesis Well, 229, points out, the expression might well be an allusion to or an echo 
of Wisdom of Salomon 2:23-24. 
38 Cf. The 5-model list presented in Bjørn Are Davidsen and Atle Ottesen Søvik, Evolusjon eller kristen tro? 
– Ja takk, begge deler!: Om fornuft, vitenskap og tro, De store spørsmålene #2 (Follese: Efrem forlag, 2016), 
167-168, can serve as a reminder that there are other legitimate ways of mapping the alternatives and fram-
ing this discussion. Other mappings of alternatives can be found in C. John Collins, Did Adam and Eve 
Really Exist? Who They Were and Why You Should Care (Wheaton: Crossway, 2011), and Denis Alexander, 
Creation or Evolution: Do We Have to Choose? Second edition (Oxford: Lion Hudson, 2014), chapters 10 
and 12. 
39 Most thoroughly in Kirkegaard alias Vigilius Haufniensis, The Concept of Anxiety. There is also relevant 
material in Kierkegaard alias Anti-Climacus, The Sickness Unto Death. For reasons of space I am not able to 
go into a substantial discussion about Kierkegaard’s position here, and only refer to him through secondary 
literature. For discussions of Kierkegaard’s view see McFarland, In Adam’s Fall, 43-44 and Knut Alfsvåg, 
Christology as Critique: On the Relation between Christ, Creation and Epistemology (Eugene: Pickwick 
Publications, 2018), 135-145. 
40 See Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall. Aaron Riches expresses a similar position in ‘The Mystery of Adam:  
A Poetic Apology for the Traditional Doctrine’ in Evolution and the Falln, ed. James K. A. Smith and 
William T. Cavanaugh eds., Evolution and the Fall (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017). Riches says that Adam 
‘is the first being of human history’, but because he is proto-logical, part of proto-history he ‘cannot be inves-
tigated by historical methods’ (p. 123). It sounds a bit incredible to me that something historical cannot be 
investigated by historical methods.   
41 In the words of Conradie: ‘To err may be human, but if sin is ‘natural,’ then the contingency of sin and 
salvation can no longer be maintained.’ Redeeming Sin, 97, cf. 110, and 133: ‘..even if the fall is regarded as 
a myth, such a myth needs to help one to make sense of where and how things have gone wrong. (…)  
The question of plausibility [..] cannot be avoided unless one wishes to argue that nothing has gone wrong, 
or that things have always been wrong and that there is no specific human culpability for what has gone 
wrong.’ And further: ‘The postulate of a historical fall is therefore, it seems to me, an essential requirement 
for (an Augustinian understanding of) the Christian faith, even if the fall as a historical event can no longer 
be located in the Eden narrative, interpreted as literal history’ (p. 135). Similarly George L. Murphy, ‘Roads 
to Paradise and Perdition: Christ, Evolution, and Original Sin,’ Perspectives on Science and Faith, 58, 2  
(June 2006): 112, says: ‘the claim that Adam is not a historical individual in the modern sense does not mean 
that Paul is talking only about the existential situation of all people, or that the origin of sin is not in view in 
the text [Rom 5].’   
42 Young Earth Creationism is similar to this type, but with another timeframe, because it has not the same 
need of making Scripture and contemporary science say the same thing. 
43 Cf. the discussion between Dennis Venema and Richard Buggs referred to above. 
44 A recent example of this type of view is found in Hössjer, Ola, Ann K. Gauger and Colin R. Reeves,  
‘An Alternative Population Genetics Model,’ in Theistic Evolution: A Scientific, Philosophical, and 
Theological Critique, ed. J. P. Moreland et. al. (Wheaton: Crossway, 2017), 503-521. 
45 This will often mean about 6-10-12 000 years ago, referring to the context and/or chronology of Genesis, 
but other timeframes are also possible. 
46 ‘Some kind of historicity’ here includes ideas from Adam and Eve as concrete individual human beings, to 
notions of the text as figurative or using pictures, but ‘there are actual events that the pictures refer to’ C. 
John Collins, ‘Adam as Federal Head of Humankind,’ in general ed. Stanley P. Rosenberg ed. Finding 
Ourselves After Darwin: Conversations on the Image of God, Original Sin, and the Problem of Evil, general 
ed. Stanley P. Rosenberg (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018), 151.  



Gunnar Innerdal 43

Theofilos  vol. 12 nr. 1 2020

47 E.g. in John Stott, Understanding the Bible, Expanded edition (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), 55-56. 
A more recent adherent is Tim Keller, e.g. in this Gospel Coalition video: 
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/keller-moore-duncan-non-negotiable-beliefs-about-creation/  
(accessible 29.09.2019).  
48 Most thoroughly in Swamidass, Genealogical Adam and Eve, which collects and develops several earlier 
articles and posts from his blog Peaceful Science (see the bibliography of the book for details). Although it is 
genetically possible that all human beings share common ancestors in this genealogical sense, it is almost 
impossible that we do so in only one couple, it is more likely the case that we all are related through several 
couples at different points in history (this also holds for models adhering to mainstream population genetics). 
Adam and Eve is thus of theological significance only, not having any kind of scientific impact or plausibility 
beyond them being (probably) possible at a date and place close to the Genesis narrative.  
49 That may be taken as a deviation from the literal sense of 1 Cor 15:45, saying that Adam was the first 
human being (anthropos). 
50 For an explanation of the term, see Swamidass, Genealogical Adam and Eve, 130. He later (133-135) 
makes a distinction between those people as biological humans, while the lineage of Adam and Eve are also 
textual humans (those who are of real concern in the biblical text). 
51 C. John Collins, ‘Adam as Federal Head’, 158. 
52 Cf. The discussion of the passage in Collins, Reading Genesis Well, 230-1. Collins may be making much 
of little evidence; putting too much weight on biblical theology and less on linguistics and historical 
hermeneutics.  
53 See Smith, ‘What Stands on the Fall?: A Philosophical Exploration,’ in Evolution and the Fall, ed. James 
K. A. Smith and William T. Cavanaugh eds., Evolution and the Fall (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), esp. 
61-62. Similar reasoning from a Catholic perspective can be found in Murphy, ‘Roads to Paradise and 
Perdition,’ 115-116, and from a Lutheran perspective in Robert Jenson, Systematic Theology: The Works of 
God, vol. II (Oxford University Press, 1999), 150.  
54 Conradie, Redeeming Sin. Per Lønning argued something similar in his contributions in Tidsskrift for 
teologi og kirke (TTK), 1966. Lønning’s position also has elements of type one in it. Joel B. Green, ‘‘Adam, 
What Have You Done?’: New Testament Voices on Original Sin,’ in  Evolution and the Fall, ed. William B. 
Cavanaugh and James K. A. Smith eds., Evolution and the Fall, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017) argues that 
such a scenario is also reconcilable with NT view on original sin. 
55 This point is well put by Greg Cootsona in a discussion forum with Swamidass on the web: ‘Stated  
another way, the only reason that we are concerned with this original pair living in Mesopotamia around 
6,000-10,000 is our biblical and theological tradition,’ from  
https://discourse.peacefulscience.org/t/greg-cootsona-mere-science-and-adams-empty-chair/591/18 (accessed 
March 4, 2019, my emphasis). Swamidass confirms this indirectly in his book by granting the claims of  
bib lical inerrancy of the Chicago Statement and the Lausanne covenant as given presuppositions (without 
discussion or justification) for his theological working space in dialogue with science. The question of  
warrant for belief in Adam and Eve turns on (almost only) ‘whether we think Scripture is trustworthy, and 
what we think it is telling us’, Genealogical Adam and Eve, 87. 
56 These passages include Matt 19:4-5; Luk 3:38; Rom 5:12.14; 1 Cor 15:45; 1 Tim 2:13. An important 
path that I’m not able to follow at any length here due to space considerations, is whether a traditional  
reading of these passages are sensitive enough to the Adams and Eves of the Second Temple Judaism context. 
It is perhaps not totally obvious that Adam as historical person in something close to a modern sense is the 
only viable interpretation of these passages. See e.g. McKnight’s part of Adam and the Genome; Green, 
‘‘Adam, What  Have You Done?’’, 98-105; Antti Laato and Lotta Valve eds. Adam and Eve Story: In the 
Hebrew Bible and in Ancient Jewish Writings Including the New Testament. Studies in the Reception History 
of the Bible, 7, ed. Antti Laato and Lotta Valve (Turku: Åbo Akademi University & Winona Lake: 
Eisenbrauns, 2016). As the commentaries show, there is a range of available interpretations of each of the 
mentioned texts. I cannot go into the details of them here, but I think that the conclusion I draw from the 
sum of these texts is a straightforward one. 
57 Cf. the scene in the 2014 Hollywood film Noah where Adam and Eve has skin shining as from gold. 
Although I do not suggest that the film is fully representative to the tradition or that this is a plausible inter-
pretation of what Genesis is saying, I think the scene captures important intuitions in traditional narratives 
about Adam and Eve that are very hard to integrate in a type three view. 
58 This point was made by Venema vs. Swamidass at an Adam and the Genome book symposium, see 
http://henrycenter.tiu.edu/2017/07/response-to-the-symposium-part-1/ (accessed March 4, 2019). A theory of 
common human descent much more easily goes together with an insistence that all human beings are part of 
the same ‘family’. Swamidass has answered any accusations of implicit racism in his book Genealogical 
Adam and Eve, granting ‘people outside the Garden’ full human dignity and rights, even perhaps the image 
of God. But it remains strange that his distinction between biological humans and textual (biblical, in the l 
ineage of Adam) humans must mean that not all humans were humans in the same sense for quite a conside -
rable time before Adam and Eve’s lineage spread throughout the world. In his version of a regional Noahic 
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Flood (not literally global as stated in Gen 7:19-20) restricting the Adam and Eve textual human lineage 
down to 5, it also seems strange that God will have to be punishing people originating outside the Garden 
together with textual humans for the sins committed by textual humans. 
59 See Domning, Daryl P. and Monika K. Hellwig, Original Selfishness: Original Sin and Evil in the Light of 
Evolution (New York: Routledge, 2006), 136. 
60 Swamidass, Genealogical Adam and Eve, 146 tries to counter this objection by saying that Gen 2 refers to 
a specific place, but the creation of man/Adam happens before the Garden is set up, and v. 4 clearly states 
that the whole world is within view.  
61 A similar judgment is made by Greg Cootsona in his book Mere Science and Christian Faith: Bridging the 
Divide with Emerging Adults (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2018) and in this forum discussion: 
https://discourse.peacefulscience.org/t/greg-cootsona-mere-science-and-adams-empty-chair/591 (accessed 
March 4, 2019). 
62 I have reviewed the book at http://readingreligion.org/books/redeeming-sin (accessedible March 8, 2019). 
63 Conradie, Redeeming Sin, 196. 
64 On Irenaeus theology of creation – and fall – see Matthew Craig Stenberg, Irenaeus on Creation: The 
Cosmic Christ and the Saga of Redemption. Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae vol. 91 (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 
2008).  
65 Chapman, ‘Hominid Failings: An Evolutionary Basis for Sin in Individuals and Corporations,’ in 
Evolution and Ethics: Human Morality in Biological and Religious Perspective, ed. Philip Clayton and Jeff 
Schloss (Grand Rapids/Cambridge: Eerdmans), 109. Chapman later adds that still ‘evolutionary theory does 
not actually support the reduction to deterministic, gene-based explanations’ (p. 111). On this point see also 
Conradie, Redeeming Sin, 91-92; 131-143. 
66 See Conradie, Redeeming Sin, 140 for further details. The God-relation of the first human beings/sinners 
is often a central element in type three views, see e.g. Smith, ‘What Stands on the Fall,’ 59. While it is possi-
ble that the creatures first identifiable as humans were addressed by God with a special kind of revelation, 
 I do not think that is a necessary inference from the Genesis narrative read in a type four way. The revela-
tion starting a new kind of relationship between creatures and God at the dawn of humanity might as well  
be conceived as a part of ‘natural’ as of ‘special’ revelation (to use common terms of Scandinavian Lutheran 
theology). 
67 See Paul M. Blowers and Robert Louis Wilken, ed./trans. On the Cosmic Mystery of Jesus Christ: Selected 
Writings from St. Maximus the Confessor (New York: Yonkers/St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2004), 24.  
I was made aware of this point through working with a Master’s thesis in Greek several years ago, see 
Gunnar Innerdal, Maximos Bekjenneren: En bok om askese. Oversettelse, innledning og noter (University of 
Bergen, fall 2010), 100. 
68 The relevant texts from Maximus are Ambiguum 42, (Quaestiones) Ad Thallasium 61, cf. Ad Thal. 1. 
Translation of these are available in Blowers/Wilken, On the Cosmic Mystery, 85; 97; 131. Bouteneff, 
Beginnings, 121-168 cites the Cappadocians as being very unsure about the character (and perhaps existence) 
of paradise.  
69 Cavanaugh and Smith, ‘Introduction,’ xxvi. The expressions are used in a summary of Smith’s article later 
in the volume. 
70 Noble, ‘Original Sin and the Fall,’ 114. The same presupposition is made by Swamidass, Genealogical 
Adam and Eve, 184, speaking of the Fall as a ‘single act’. 
71 ‘..has there not always been an unexamined assumption here: namely, that the universality and the moral 
character of original sin both necessarily stem form one and the same individual, act, and moment in time?’ 
(not to mention that in the Genesis narrative it is not an individual, but a couple acting...!), Domning and 
Hellwig, Original Selfishness, 140. 
72 See Paul Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil, translated by Emerson Buchanan (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969), 
243.  
73 Cf. McFarland, In Adam’s Fall, 160: ‘‘Adam’ can only be regarded as the first in a series of sinners and 
not as the unique ‘cause’ of subsequent human sin.’ ‘...we are all one with Adam, and thus we share with him 
– and with each other – the same nature, marked by the damaged wills that turns us all invariably and cata-
strophically away from God.’ 
74 Cf. Conradie, Redeeming Sin, 217. 
75 See e.g. Murphy, ‘Roads to Paradise and Perdition’, 112 for a short but informed account of this way of 
thinking. A much read and controversial work on these questions from an Evangelical point of view is 
Kenton Sparks, God’s Word in Human Words: An Evangelical Appreciation of Critical Biblical Scholarship 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008). Swamidass, Genealogical Adam and Eve, 139 suggests a similar 
hermeneutic concerning some sayings in Scripture (e.g. ‘to the ends of the earth’, and a regional, not global 
Noahic flood), but for some unstated reason it is not an alternative for the biblical passages supposed to be 
claiming what he adheres to as must-be historical givens concerning Adam and Eve and universal ancestry 
through them. 
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76 On 1 Cor 11, cf. how parts of this text are ‘relativized’ historically as early as in the Augsburg Confession, 
art. XXVIII, along with the prohibition of eating blood in contexts with Jewish presence from Acts 15. 
77 McKnight in Adam and the Genome, 189. 
78 The concept ‘theoretical framework’ in relation to truth value is worked out in detail by the German 
philosopher Lorenz B. Puntel and his American friend and colleague Alan White. See Puntel and White 
(trans.), Structure and Being: A Theoretical Framework for a Systematic Philosophy (University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2008), and Alan White, Toward a Philosophical Theory of Everything: 
Contributions to the Structural-Systematic Philosophy (New York: Bloomsbury, 2014). 
79 McKnight in Adam and the Genome, 187. 
80 Collins, for example admits that ‘[p]robably there are some scientific problems’ with his type three view, 
see ‘Adam as Federal Head of Humankind’, 158.  
81 An earlier version of this work was presented at the Veritas Research Symposium, NLA University 
College, Gimlekollen, 19.10.18, and some of the material in a different set up at a research seminar at two 
day-meeting of Department of Theology, Religion and Philosophy, NLA University College, 05.02.2018.  
I have also discussed the material with prof. Neil Messer, University of Winchester, and received extensive 
editorial feedback from Theofilos. I want to express thanks to my colleagues for the responses and input 
received. 



Introduction 

In this article, I will problematize the 
locus of a revised natural theology 
(RNT) and examine the apologetic 

fruit fulness of this concept. In the current 
science-religion dialogue, scholars such as 
John Polkinghorne argues for RNT.1 Such 
natural theology starts with insight from 
the scientific endeavor and elaborates this 
insight into a larger picture of reality. It 
differs from the old fashion natural theo -
logy in several ways. It is more modest, 
talking about hints and signs, instead of 
proofs and evidence. It does not empha -
size any particular scientific insight but 
looks at the ground of all science’s expla-
nation. The content of a revised natural 
theology according to Polkinghorne can 
be summarized is three topics: (1) The 

intelligibility of nature (2) The fine-tuning 
of nature (3) The beauty of nature.2  

By apologetic fruitfulness, I have in 
mind how RNT tries to make Christian 
faith reasonable, understandable, and 
com municable. Polkinghorne uses the 
phrase ‘motivated belief’ for his point of 
departure, and his approach is a media-
tion on the relationship between science 
and theology. Such an apologetics also 
offers an open-minded and critical attitu-
de towards both science and theology 
that constitutes an insightful case for the 
truth of Christian faith.  

By searching for the locus of RNT, I 
have in mind how RNT fits into a larger 
epistemological picture. Such a picture 
includes both a discussion of what kind 
of theology RNT is, and a clarification of 
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how we can understand RNT in a broa-
der picture of knowledge, including how 
RNT relates to topics such as critical rea-
lism, foundationalism, and coherentism. 

I will not map out the specific content 
of RNT, as this is done elsewhere.3 My 
agenda is to problematize the RNT itself 
as a package of thinking. My sub-ques-
tions concerning the locus of RNT are 
twofold: (1) What kind of theology are 
we dealing with in RNT? (2) How does 
RNT fit into a larger epistemological pic-
ture of our knowledge? Having explored 
these two questions, I finally address the 
apologetic fruitfulness of this type of 
natural theology. 

Revised natural theology – what kind 
of theology?  
RNT is obviously about doing some sort 
of theology. In my context, I am not sear-
ching for particular theologies in the sense 
as different dogmatic systems or denomi-
national traditions. The clarification of 
theo logy I am doing here is, in one sense, 
more fundamental, by unpacking theolo -
gy as a field in an interdisciplinary con -
text, namely the science-religion debate. 
Polkinghorne is relevant for this purpose. 
He differentiates between systematic theo -
 logy and metaphysical theology. Systema -
tic theology is: ‘the specialist investigation 
of particular types of experience and 
insight which we label religious.’4 This 
type of theology is comparable with other 
rational discourses and has a starting 
point in its own data, namely Scripture, 
tradition, and reason. Doing this type of 
theology – labelled as first-order theology 
– requires an openness and has to be ‘pre-
pared to conform to the discovered natu-
re of reality and not shackled by prior 
prescription of what are the acceptable 
outcomes of the enquiry.’5 In Pol king -
horne’s terms this is doing theo logy ‘bot-

tom-up’. 
Theological metaphysics, on the other 

hand, is understood as the great synthesi-
zing discipline which includes first-order 
rational discourses. Theological metaphy-
sics can be described as a rational dis-
course with at least one assumption: 
God’s existence. Polkinghorne says theo-
logical metaphysics has a starting point in 
a fundamental principle: belief in God as 
the ground of being. This kind of theo -
logy is also labelled philosophical theo -
logy or second-order theology. Theo -
logical metaphysics is informed by insight 
from first-order theology, as well as other 
fields. When doing theological metaphy-
sics, we try to bring different first-order 
results (from both science and theology) 
together and on this basis search for a 
consistent and coherent picture of the 
world.6 This can be described as the acti-
ve role of theological metaphysics. In 
addi tion, we find a passive role, as theo-
logical metaphysics ought to respect diffe-
rent fields which it is informed by. Thus, 
theological metaphysics tries to stay clear 
of instructing or correcting specific first-
order insight, such as insight form natural 
sciences. 

It is not directly clear in Polkinghorne’s 
writings what sort of theology RNT is. 
However, he says RNT partakes of the 
nature of faith, and I have argued else -
where for locating RNT to the campus of 
theological metaphysics.7 I find three rea-
sons for this. First, natural theology has 
always looked closely at what the scien-
ces have been saying about the world, this 
is also the case for RNT. However, to 
look closely, is not to relate itself to scien-
ce in such a way as ‘finding God’s finger’ 
or filling the ‘gaps’ with God as an expla-
nation. Hence, RNT tries to avoid the fai-
lure of God-of-the-gaps. RNT does not 
deal with particular occurrences in nature, 
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but with the whole ground of the scienti-
fic endeavor. Hence, RNT is informed by 
theories from natural science without 
overruling them. 

Second, the content of RNT (the intel-
ligibility of nature, fine-tuning of nature, 
and the beauty of nature) is not results 
from science as data or theories. The in -
sight arises out of the scientific endeavor, 
but are not explainable within science. 
This is not God-of-the-gaps, as it is not an 
attempt to provide theological answers to 
scientific questions. RNT emphasizes that 
science seems: ‘to throw up questions 
which point beyond itself and transcend 
its power to answer.’8 Thus, RNT is a 
trans-disciplinary interpretation of topics 
developing from science. 

Third, we should not have too strong 
ambitions concerning what we conclude 
from such an insight. What we can do, is 
to be informed by natural science, and 
bring the insight into a larger interpretive 
philosophical framework (that is theolo-
gical metaphysics). From this, RNT can-
not claim any universal certainty, as it at 
least has one assumption: It partakes of 
the nature of faith in God. Therefore, 
RNT as a transdisciplinary interpretation 
does not advocate ‘knock down’ argu-
ments but strives for a coherent picture if 
the world. 

Such a larger interpretive philosophi-
cal framework corresponds with Niels 
Henrik Gregersen. He argues that the sci-
ence-religion dialogue is an interdiscipli-
nary dialogue which takes place as a 
transdisciplinary interpretation of the 
methods and results from different fields 
and always involves philosophical ques-
tions.9 The role of theology of this type, 
as theological metaphysics, is as an inte -
grative discipline, bringing together 
insight from different fields into a larger 
picture.10 

Thus, in Polkinghorne’s concept RNT 
works as a core link between science and 
theology, or more precisely: between 
natural science and theological metaphy-
sics. However, for being able to analyze 
further such a link, with relevance for 
how to understand RNT’s apologetic fruit -
fulness, we need to explore the under -
lying epistemological framework of this 
type of natural theology. This framework 
is critical realism. In short, we can say 
that a critical realistic epistemology 
makes RNT possible.  

Revised natural theology and critical 
realism 
Critical realism, even limited to the scien-
ce-religion debate, is a comprehensive 
topic.11 I will not delve deeply into this 
but clarify a few points with relevance for 
RNT. In general, critical realism consists 
of an ontological claim (realism) and an 
epistemological claim (critical). We need 
to be aware that critical realism spans 
over many different approaches, so we 
actually deal with various critical rea-
lisms. My point here is not to analyze 
varieties of critical realism but proble-
matize the overall position as such in the 
context of the science and religion debate. 

Critical realism in science is not so 
much a questioned topic; it is critical rea-
lism in theology which has been heavily 
debated.12 Polkinghorne as a critical rea-
list has been criticized for doing a short-
cut by taking scientific critical realism as 
underlying both the scientific and the 
theological enterprise. Critical realism, as 
such, has also been criticized for remai-
ning caught in ‘modernistic’ structures, 
such as epistemological foundationalism, 
representational thinking with a corre-
spondence theory of truth, and excessive 
individualism.13 I find the critics of the 
‘old fashion’ critical realism in the science 
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and religion dialogue partly legitimate, 
especially the points problematized by 
Kees van Kooten Niekerk. In short, he 
warns us against making short-cuts from 
critical realism in science to critical rea-
lism in theology. Some of his arguments 
are the following.  

First, we have the problem of God as 
an object. We cannot experience God in 
the same way as we have sensory experi-
ences in nature. Van Kooten Niekerk 
says: 

theology differs from science in 
that it is contested whether its core 
subject matter (God) exists at all. 
And, of course, [this] affects the 
plausibility of the reality claims 
that are contained in theological 
propositions.14 

Second, we have the problem that religio-
us experience cannot be subject to testing 
in the same way as we do experimental 
testing in science. This point emphasizes 
the hermeneutical dimension in theology. 
In one sense, religious experience only 
exists in the past conveyed through oral 
or written testimonies. Hence, in these 
testimonies experience and interpretation 
are intertwined. 

Third, in theology we have to deal 
with the metaphorical character of the 
religious language. We express God in 
metaphors, such as ‘father’ or ‘shepherd’. 
Further, the metaphorical language expres -
 ses God as experienced in and through a 
personal relationship. Even though we 
use metaphors and models also in science, 
they are fundamentally different from 
what is going on in theology, van Kooten 
Niekerk says.  

In light of these differences, he prefers 
to use the term ‘modified critical realism’ 
in theology. Anyway, a modified critical 
realism in theology can hardly be justified 
outside a Christian tradition, as it requi-

res a positive attitude to Christian faith in 
the first place. Van Kooten Nie kerk con -
cludes: ‘In a fundamentally way it is a 
question of fides quaerens intellectum 
(faith seeking understanding), which 
remains within the context of faith.’15 

Polkinghorne’s critical realism does 
not dissolve the epistemological differen-
ces in science and theology, as he pays 
attention to some of the similar conside-
rations raised by van Kooten Niekerk. 
However, the epistemological differences 
are more clearly articulated by van Koo -
ten Niekerk. My reason for acknowled-
ging the differences between critical rea-
lism in science and in theology is to em -
phasize that reality has a many-layered 
structure. This is not an attempt to advo-
cate a fragmentated view of reality. It is 
rather the opposite: arguing for a holistic 
and consistent view of reality which takes 
into account as best as possible the com -
plexity of the reality in which we try to 
understand. 

My next step is therefore to emphasize 
more thoroughly an epistemology which 
pays attention to the many-layered struc-
ture of reality. Van Kooten Niekerk’s con-
siderations are a necessary first step. 
However, we need to elaborate this fur -
ther. 

In the science-religion dialogue, 
Andre  as Losch explores a trajectory to 
solve the challenges with the old fashion 
critical realism which relies too heavily on 
an epistemology which is based on how 
natural science works. He has coined the 
term constructive critical realism. By 
doing this, he emphasizes the social and 
cultural dimensions in our search for 
knowledge. He says the original critical 
realism too easily weaves natural science 
and theology together in one epistemolo-
gical package. Losch argues for a wider 
approach to rationality: ‘the rationalities 
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of natural, social, human science and of 
course theology are different ones…’16 
There must be different rationalities since 
the objects for these fields are different, 
and our approach to the objects needs to 
correspond to the distinctive character of 
the objects.  

Losch develops a broader picture com-
pared with Polkinghorne by including a 
variety of fields, such as the humanities 
and social sciences. There are undoubtedly 
different rationalities involved in our 
search for knowledge. Losch points out 
that the traditional critical realism is limi-
ted since the distinctive character of diffe-
rent fields has not been sufficiently consi-
dered. Losch says: ‘The concept of con-
structive-critical realism assumes that in 
the process of science (and in its applica-
tion as well), cultural construction carry-
ing ethical decisions is taking place.’17 For 
Losch, our approach to knowledge and 
our understanding of rationality need to 
take the ‘postmodern challenge’ seriously, 
which in this context gives voice to the 
cultural and social dimensions in doing 
science. Thus, such a concept will 
acknowledge the heritage of modernity as 
well as the insight from our postmodern 
context which emphasizes the personal, 
social and cultural dimension of rationa-
lity.  

Losch describes the ‘postmodern situa-
tion’ as an opening into new possibilities. 
He says it opens up space for a new com-
mon ground: 

Our access to truth is limited; each 
person can know directly very little 
of truth and must trust others for 
the rest. Nevertheless, this limited 
access to truth represents a com-
mon ground on which we can claim 
freedom and respect. It provides 
the spiritual foundation of a free so -
ci ety, the achievement of which Pola -
nyi called ‘man’s cosmic calling’.18 

At the core of Losch’s constructive-criti-
cal realism is a two-fold understanding of 
our search for knowledge. There is a 
‘constructive direction to shape the world 
by the use of culture toward the realiza-
tion of increasing freedom and is, yet,  
critically aware of its limits: nature’s limi-
ted resources and sin’s diminishment of 
man’s ability of recognition.’19 

The traditional critical realism, advo-
cated by Polkinghorne, can be expanded 
and adjusted by Losch’s constructive cri-
tical realism. RNT, as arguing for theism 
as the best explanation, can benefit from 
such a broader constructive critical rea-
lism. I will emphasize two points based 
on my analysis above. First, we are not 
solely ‘caught’ in modernism, but we rela-
te our epistemology to the postmodern 
situation. This makes RNT more relevant 
in dialogue with the current cultural 
situation. Second, in RNT we do not nar-
row our focus to natural science and the-
ology but rather expand our approach to 
include the humanities and other broader 
fields as well. Our reality is one, but it is 
many-layered in the sense that we have 
different approaches with their distinct 
methodologies in which we try to gain 
knowledge and insight. In Losch’s word, 
our world is more than physics. RNT can 
be enlarged by embracing a wider range 
of fields, and not only being informed by 
the natural sciences.  

In the extension of these two points, a 
third one with relevance for RNT emer-
ges out of constructive critical realism. 
The constructive part opens up for a con -
sciousness of the ethical dimension in all 
search for knowledge. When opening for 
a constructive critical realistic epistemo -
logy in the human sciences, the recogni-
tion of its ethical implications cannot be 
avoided, Losch says.20 Thus, our search 
for knowledge is intertwined with ethical 
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decisions. RNT would benefit with a 
stronger emphasize on the ethical dimen-
sion of the purpose of our knowledge, 
which also has relevance for its apologetic 
fruitfulness.  

Fideism, foundationalism, and coheren-
tism 
I will now turn more directly to the apo-
logetic fruitfulness of RNT. As already 
mentioned, RNT has to be understood as 
arguing for theism as the best explana-
tion. So far, I have mapped out that RNT 
is taking place within the context of theo-
logical metaphysics and is about a trans-
disciplinary interpretation of insight from 
different fields. Theological metaphysics, 
as well as RNT, assumes the existence of 
God. This gives us at least one challenge: 
What is the apologetic fruitfulness of argu -
 ing for a theistic belief when the argu-
ments are interpreted beforehand within 
a theistic framework? Is not theological 
metaphysics, and then RNT, a self-sup-
porting house of cards, confirming what 
we already have as assumption(s)? My 
questions echoes van Kooten Niekerk’s 
observation of the underlying (modified) 
theological critical realism: The fact that 
it requires a positive attitude to Christian 
faith in the first place. 

Since theological metaphysics and 
RNT has at least one assumption, God’s 
existence, we need to clarify this in light 
of fideism. Broadly spoken, fideism is a 
position claiming that faith in God is in 
one sense a God-given gift, independent 
of reason. Thus, reason is not suited to 
justify religious faith. Fideism takes many 
shapes and colors. However, I will empha -
size one point in relation to the role of 
RNT within the context of theological 
metaphysics. Starting with faith, i.e. belief 
in God, is something different than star-
ting with specific given theological con-

cepts which frames all other kinds of 
knowledge. The problem with fideism is 
its tendency to individualism where we all 
individually claim some sort of infallible 
information from God. The history of 
theo logy has shown us that such claims 
have fall short. An apologetics weaved 
together with fideism is not a fertile stra-
tegy. 

However, theological metaphysics is 
not fideism. Polkinghorne argues for theo -
logical metaphysics as a legitimate taken 
position informed by different fields. 
Hence, the role of theological metaphy-
sics is to take seriously the insight from 
natural science, and I will in company 
with Losch, include such as the humani-
ties and social sciences. Our insight arises 
from available data, from testing hypo -
thesis, and by formulating theories, and is 
not based on prior faith statements or 
dogmatic claims. My short clarification 
of RNT as not belonging to the campus 
of fideism, is partly related to another dis-
cussion concerning the structure of know -
ledge, namely foundationalism and cohe-
rentism. 

By arguing for RNT with an underly-
ing constructive-critical realism, I will not 
follow the road of foundationalism, nei ther 
the road of relativism. Foundationalism 
spans over a wide range of positions, and 
foundationalist theories differ in the kind 
and degree of dependence they assert, 
such as strong and moderate foundatio-
nalism.21 Foundationalism within the 
context of theology starts with some dog-
mas, which rely on themselves.22 Such a 
foundationalist view can within the con -
text of theology be related to fideism. 
Foundationalism represents some obvio-
us challenges, both from a general episte-
mological point of view and from a more 
specific theological one.  

On the other hand, if we do not start 
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with some givens, as in foundationalism 
in the general sense above, are we then 
lost in the sea of relativism? In contrast to 
foundationalism, coherentism is another 
strategy to structure our knowledge. This 
can be done without giving up some sort 
of correspondence to reality (the latter is 
a core element in critical realism). 
Coherentism argues that justification of a 
belief depends on its coherence with other 
beliefs that one holds. In this picture, our 
structure of knowledge takes shape as a 
net, consisting of different kinds of know-
ledge that in various ways are related to 
each other. Since such a net runs the risk 
for being a closed system without referen-
ce to the real world (e.g. a fictive world), 
we need some sort of correspondence or 
reference to reality. This can be solved in 
different ways, such as van Huyssteen’s 
postfoundationalism and Gregersen’s con   -
textual coherence theory.23 The latter 
argues, by following Nicolas Rescher, for 
an understanding of data as not givens in 
the sense of truth, but as immediate truth. 
Thus, coherentism does not only mean an 
inner logical consistence between propo-
sitions, but also a systematic organization 
of contextual propositions grown out of 
experience.24 According to Gregersen, we 
then avoid the danger that the coherent 
structure is purely logical or at least intra-
linguistic connectives without reference 
to the world. 

RNT with its underlying constructive 
critical realism can benefit as an apologe-
tic contribution when carefully naviga-
ting between the two extremes: founda-
tionalism caught in modernistic assump-
tions, and coherentism without some  
claims of reference to reality. However, 
RNT as theological metaphysics has at 
least one assumption or starting point 
(although not foundationalism), which is 
needed for making the whole apologetic 

endeavor meaningful. This assumption is 
at the very core of theological metaphy-
sics itself: Belief in God.  

The apologetic fruitfulness of RNT is 
then to argue for a coherent picture of the 
world on a transdisciplinary level infor-
med by insight from different fields. The 
underlying epistemology finds its way as 
a constructive critical realism, navigating 
between the extremes of fideism, founda-
tionalism and relativism. To avoid apolo-
getics ending up as a self-supporting house 
of cards, or as one of many competitive 
coherent systems without reference, the 
realistic claim in constructive critical rea-
lism must be acknowledged. This is the 
true road of doing theological metaphy-
sics. 

Further, by striving for a coherent con-
struction, the apologetic fruitfulness can 
only be evaluated against other competi-
tive coherent systems at a transdisciplina-
ry level. At this point, Polkinghorne gives 
us an illustrative closing example of com-
paring different coherent systems: 

Firstly, you can just take the brute 
fact of the physical world as your 
starting point. That’s what somebo-
dy like David Hume would take. 
Start with the brute fact of matter 
as your unexplained bases. Or sec -
ondly, you can take the brute fact 
(if that’s the word to use) of God. 
In other words, one can appeal to 
the will of an Agent, the purpose of 
a Creator, as the basic unexplained 
starting point for understanding 
the world.25 

These two different approaches can be 
described as atheism and theism, respecti-
vely. RNT, in the realm of theological 
metaphysics, makes sense as apologetics 
in terms of arguing for Christian theism 
as a more coherent description of reality.  

The ethical dimension conveyed from 
constructive critical realism is my final 
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stop. We need to rethink the purpose of 
apologetics in light of what theology is all 
about. In the context of apologetics, we 
too often deal with theology as knowledge 
acquisition. Miroslav Volf and Matthew 
Croasmun point out that, by focusing on 
knowledge at large, academic theology 
has lost track of its normative role. Accor -
ding to Volf and Croasmun, the “theolo-
gical knowledge building” had been done 
at the expense of theology’s ability to 
address normative questions. This is part 
of a broader academic picture:  

As scientists, theologians can talk 
about what is and what is likely to 
be, but not about what should be 
and what we ought to hope for in 
the future. This, too, is a fate theol-
ogy shares with humanistic discipli-
nes, which have also traded their 
ability to address the “big ques-
tions” of human life for academic 
respectability in an intellectual 
environment dominated by the sci-
ences.26 

When we reduce theology to knowledge 
acquisitions, Volf and Croasmun conti-
nue, we are caught by a methodological 
constraint, which leaves little room for 
practical wisdom and normative judge-
ments. Volf and Croasmun’s emphasis on 
the normative purpose of theology corre-
sponds with Losch’s ethical concern deve-
loped in constructive critical realism. 
Apologetics is not so much about arguing 
for Christian faith as a package of know-
ledge acquisitions as it is about dealing 
with practical wisdom, and what this life 
is all about. Or, to use Aristotelian terms, 
theology is more than episteme: it is phro-
nesis. Thus, the fruitfulness of doing apo-
logetics is dependent on its ability to take 
part in the discussion of relevant normative 
challenges in the public sphere. Contem -
po rary challenges include climate change, 

challenges on human uniqueness, and 
bio-technology.  

Closing remarks 
According to Polkinghorne, RNT is about 
arguing for theism as the best expla -
nation. The locus of RNT, as this article 
displays, has some advantages and chal-
lenges. As an apologetic contribution, my 
conclusion is that RNT needs to be clari-
fied and developed in two ways:  
(1) A clearer and more thoroughly under-
standing of the locus of RNT as theologi-
cal metaphysics (2) A more profound und -
erstanding reflecting the many-layered 
structure of reality, which demands diffe-
rent methods, approaches, and involves 
different fields.  

If RNT is about a transdisciplinary 
interpretation, then RNT as such assumes 
the existence of God. As an apologetic 
contribution, the realm of theological 
metaphysics is about developing a cohe-
rent understanding of reality, informed by 
insight from different fields. RNT can 
never be a matter of knockdown argu-
ments, proofs or inferences from nature 
to God. Belief in God is a precondition 
for practicing RNT. The task for RNT is 
to argue for, and give good reasons for, 
belief in God by following Anselm’s phra-
se ‘faith seeking understanding’. With 
RNT as a transdisciplinary interpretation, 
we can develop a more profound and 
nuanced reflection of the traditional 
topics, such as the intelligibility of nature, 
the fine-tuning of nature, and beauty of 
nature.27 

  Finally, RNT should not be solely 
about reasoning within the context of 
natural science and theology. The original 
RNT confine itself too much to these 
two. One reason for this limitation is the 
underlying old fashion critical realism. 
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We need to extend our epistemology as 
well. I have argued for a wider approach, 
where we pay attention to insight from 
different fields, including the humanities 
and social sciences. In this respect, 
Losch’s constructive critical realism is 
useful. Constructive critical realism takes 
the postmodern situation seriously and 
finds its way via media foundationalism 

and relativism. In addition, it emphasizes 
the ethical dimension in our search for 
knowledge. The latter is most urgent for 
both the topics we consider as important 
in our apologetic endeavor today, such as 
climate change and the human unique-
ness, as well as the credibility for how we 
practice apologetics in the public sphere. 
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Introduction 

The last couple of decades has seen 
an increasing interest in debating 
arguments for and against the exi-

stence of God. Numerous debates can be 
found on YouTube, drawing large 
crowds. Among the most discussed argu-
ments for the existence of God are cos-
mological arguments and design argu-
ments. Among design arguments, most 
attention has been given in recent years to 
the fine-tuning argument for the existence 
of God. It is acknowledged by scholars 
advocating atheism as the best argument 
for the existence of God.1 

 The fine-tuning argument points to 
evidence indicating design. It is based on 

findings from physics showing that many 
laws of nature, forces, physical parame-
ters and initial conditions of the universe 
must have very exact values in order for 
life to be possible. This is called fine-
tuning, but the concept does not imply 
that anyone actually has fine-tuned any -
thing, it just means that of all the possible 
universes, the subset that contains life is 
very small. For example, Roger Penrose 
has argued that the entropy of the early 
universe must have been very low, but as 
far as we know it could have been any -
thing. Penrose calculates it to be fine-
tuned to 1:10 raised to 10123.2  

Examples like this show that it is 
highly unlikely for life to have come 
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about by chance, and so it can be used to 
argue that life is not a result of chance, 
but instead a result of design. But what is 
the best way to formulate such an argu-
ment for the existence of God? That is the 
topic for this article. 

The fine-tuning argument for the exis -
tence of God has so far mainly been 
about fine-tuning for the existence of life. 
However, in a forthcoming book, Robin 
Collins uses fine-tuning for discoverabi -
lity as an argument for the existence of 
God. The present article is about fine-
tuning for the existence of life and how 
this can be used to formulate an argu-
ment for the existence of God, so this is 
what will be meant by the fine-tuning 
argument from now on.  

Probably the two most famous defen-
ders of the fine-tuning argument are 
Robin Collins and William Lane Craig.3 
They formulate the argument in quite dif-
ferent ways. Craig offers the following 
formulation: 

 
P1: Fine-tuning is due to either physi-
cal necessity, chance or design.  
P2: Fine-tuning is not due to physical 
necessity or chance. 
C: Therefore, it is due to design.4 
 

Collins, on the other hand, formulates it 
this way: 

 
(LPU=The existence of a life-permit-
ting universe; NSU=The naturalistic 
single universe hypothesis; T=The 
Theistic hypothesis, P=epistemic  
probability, k’=some appropriately 
chosen background information) 

1) Given the fine-tuning evidence, 
LPU is very, very epistemically 
unlikely under NSU: that is, 
P(LPU|NSU & k´) << 1, where  
k  represents some appropriately 

chosen background information,  
and << represents much, much less 
than (thus making P(LPU|NSU  
& k´) close to zero). 
2) Given the fine-tuning evidence, 
LPU is not unlikely under theism: 
that is, ~P(LPU|T & k´) << 1. 
3) T was advocated prior to the 
fine-tuning evidence (and has  
independent motivation). 
4) Therefore, by the restricted  
version of the likelihood principle, 
LPU strongly supports T over 
NSU.5 

  
A far lesser known but very interesting 
formulation is offered by Norwegian phi-
losopher Einar Duenger Bøhn, who for-
mulates it this way: 

 
(Pr= Probability, F=Fine-tuning, 
I=Intention, C=Chance) 
1) Pr(F|I)>Pr(F|C)  L(I|F)>L(C|F)
(Instance of the likelihood principle) 
2) Pr(F|I)>Pr(F|C)
(Premise) 
3) L(I|F)>L(C|F)
(1,2,MP)6  
  

In full sentences, the argument says that if 
the probability of fine-tuning given inten-
tion is greater than the probability of fine-
tuning given chance, then the likelihood 
of an intention given fine-tuning is greater 
than the likelihood of chance given fine-
tuning. This follows from the so-called 
likelihood principle, which says that if 
hypothesis A makes us expect the data we 
have to a larger degree than hypothesis B, 
then the data counts as evidence in favour 
of hypothesis A.7 Since in fact the proba-
bility of fine-tuning given intention is 
more probable that the probability of 
fine-tuning given chance, it follows logi-
cally (by modus ponens) that the likeli-
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hood of an intention given fine-tuning is 
greater than the likelihood of chance 
given fine-tuning. 

In this article I shall argue that the fine-
tuning argument for the existence of God 
should have the following characteristics: 
A) It should be clear 
B) It should be logically valid 
C) It should contrast the God hypothesis 
with a chance hypothesis as opposed to a 
naturalistic single-universe hypothesis, 
since that allows us to treat both the uni-
verse and the multiverse hypotheses when 
discussing the second premise. 
D) It should use the likelihood approach 
as opposed to ruling out alternatives, 
since ruling out alternatives is more diffi -
cult. 
E) It should have a specific concept of 
God as a hypothesis as opposed to just in -
tention or design, since it is less clear 
what intention or design implies. 
F) It should have life-permittingness as 
datum as opposed to fine-tuning, since 
fine-tuning does not follow from theism, 
design or intention, but life-permitting-
ness follows from a specific God hypothe-
sis. 

Considering the formulations presen-
ted so far, William Lane Craig has A, B, 
C, but not D, E and F. Robin Collins has 
B, D, E, F, but not A and C. Einar 
Duenger Bøhn has A, B, C, D, but not E 
and F. In this article I shall suggest a new 
formulation which has all characteristics 
A-F. A and B are taken from Bøhn, C 
from Craig and Bøhn, D from Bøhn and 
Collins, and E and F from Collins. 

 
The new formulation suggested is like 

this: 
L=Life-permittingness, T=Theism, 
C=Chance, Pr=Probability 
1) Pr(L|T)>Pr(L|C)  Pr(T|L)>Pr(C|L)
(Instance of the likelihood principle) 

2) Pr(L|T)>Pr(L|C)
(Premise) 
3) Pr(T|L)>Pr(C|L)
(1,2,MP) 

 
In full sentences, the argument says that if 
the probability of life-permittingness 
given theism is greater than the probabili-
ty of life-permittingness given a chance 
hypothesis, then the likelihood of theism 
given life-permittingness is greater than 
the likelihood of a chance hypothesis 
given life-permittingness. Since in fact the 
probability of life-permittingness given 
theism is more probable that the probabi-
lity of life-permittingness given a chance 
hypothesis, it follows that the likelihood 
of theism given life-permittingness is 
greater than the likelihood of a chance 
hypothesis given life-permittingness. 

When I first submitted this article to 
Theofilos, Luke Barnes had not yet 
published his article ‘A Reasonable Little 
Question: A Formulation of the Fine-
Tuning Argument’.8 In that article, he 
recommends a formulation of the argu-
ment, which is quite similar to the one I 
suggest. His formulation is as follows:  

 
[1] For two theories T1 and T2, in the 
context of background information B,  
if it is true of evidence E that p(E|T1B) 
>> p(E|T2B), then E strongly favours  
T1 over T2.  
[2] The likelihood that a life-permitting 
universe exists on naturalism is vanish -
ingly small.  
[3] The likelihood that a life-permitting 
universe exists on theism is not vanish -
ingly small.  
[4] Thus, the existence of a life-permit-
ting universe strongly favours theism 
over naturalism. 

This formulation has criteria A, B, C, 
D, and F. Concerning criteria A and B, it 
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does have a clear and logically valid for-
mulation. The formulation is a version of 
modus ponens, like I suggest, although 
Barnes has a bit longer and more compli-
cated version. The criterion where we are 
different is criterion E, where he uses 
naturalism and I use chance. Most natu-
ralistic theories will say that life is a result 
of chance, and thus the difference is 
small. But ‘naturalism’ can mean many 
things, and by specifying ‘chance’, it 
becomes unquestionable that the proba-
bility is low.  

When I read Barnes’ article, I was 
happy to see that such a great scholar 
thought the argument should be formula-
ted roughly the same way that I do. Due 
to reorganization in Theofilos, the pub -
lish ing process took a long time, with the 
result that Barnes’ article was published 
before this one. This article thereby lost 
some of its novelty, but I think it is worth 
publishing anyway. Firstly, the formula-
tion is not precisely the same, and second-
ly, we offer different (although compa-
tible) reasons for choosing this formula-
tion. This means that the two articles sup-
port each other in showing that this 
should be the preferred formulation. In 
the rest of the article, I will discuss my 
formulation with the differences found in 
the formulations suggested by Craig, 
Collins and Bøhn. 

What are the criteria to be used when 
discussing how the argument should be 
formulated? That, of course, depends on 
what one wants with the argument, but if 
we consider it as an argument to be used 
in the discussion of whether God exists, it 
should be formulated in a way that 
allows theists to make the best possible 
case for the existence of God while at the 
same time being open for the best pos-
sible refutation from atheists. In this 
article, I am guided by the desire to pre-

sent a clear argument, well suited as an 
argument for God's existence while also 
open for the most common rejection, 
which is the multiverse reply.  

In the rest of this article, I shall defend 
the claim that the argument should have 
the characteristics A, B, C, D, E, and F.  
I start at the top and work my way from 
A to F. 

A) The argument should be clear 
This characteristic goes without saying, 
of course, but I mention it to point out 
that Robin Collins’ version would benefit 
from being clearer. Craig and Bøhn have 
short and clear formulations with a clear 
logical structure, and I argue in this artic-
le that the argument can have all the 
benefits that Collins’ formulation has 
while still being short and clear. 

B) The argument should be logically 
valid 
This characteristic is also an obvious vir-
tue, although there can be interesting 
inductive arguments for the existence of 
God as well. It is also an advantage if the 
logical structure of the argument is clear, 
which it is in the case of Craig and Bøhn, 
but which it is to a lesser degree in the 
case of Collins. The advantage of a logi-
cally valid argument is that the discussion 
can be concentrated on the acceptability 
of the premises.  

C) The argument should contrast the 
God hypothesis with a chance hypo -
thesis as opposed to a naturalistic  
single-universe hypothesis 
Craig and Bøhn discuss theism opposed 
to chance, whereas Collins discusses the-
ism opposed to a naturalistic single-uni-
verse hypothesis. Collins chooses this fo -
cus since it is very clear that a life-friendly 
universe is not to be expected given the 
naturalistic single universe, whereas it is 
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less clear whether a life-friendly universe 
is to be expected given a multiverse hypo -
thesis. By focusing on the naturalistic 
single-universe hypothesis, Collins then 
has an easier time defending the claim 
that a life-friendly universe is more likely 
given theism than given the naturalistic 
single-universe hypothesis.  

However, in discussions of fine-tuning 
as an argument for the existence of God, 
the multiverse alternative is usually 
among the first responses to come up. It 
would be good, then, to have an argu-
ment for the existence of God which deals 
with the most commonly suggested alter-
native. The multiverse discussion must be 
taken up in any case, as Collins also does 
when he writes about the fine-tuning 
argument. He even uses many of the same 
arguments, since he argues that both the 
universe and the best theories of a multi-
verse require fine-tuning.9  

 But then it would be good to deal with 
it in the context of the discussion of the 
second premise, as in the other formula-
tions of the argument here presented. 

What this means in practice is that 
when discussing premise two, the multi-
verse objection should be discussed as an 
objection to the premise. This is how Craig 
usually discusses the multiverse objection 
as an objection to his premise two, and 
how Collins also argues in practice, by 
responding with arguments like the 
Bolzmann brain argument, the argument 
that an infinite number of universes 
destroys scientific reasoning, or that the 
multiverse itself is fine-tuned in the most 
plausible theories about it.10  

D) The argument should have life-per-
mittingness as opposed to fine-tuning 
as datum 
Fine-tuning can be defined in different 
ways. Robin Collins gives the following 

definition: ‘The laws and values of the 
constants of physics, and the initial con-
ditions of any universe with the same 
laws as our universe, must be set in a 
seemingly very precise way for the univer-
se to support life’.11 Bøhn describes fine-
tuning for rational life as laws, constants 
and initial conditions having unique 
numerical values taken from some very 
wide ranges of theoretically possible such 
values, and that only some few values 
taken from these ranges are compatible 
with rational life.12 Craig says that: 

By ‘fine-tuning’ one means that 
small deviations from the actual 
values of the constants and quanti-
ties in question would render the 
universe life-prohibiting or, alterna-
tively, that the range of life-permit-
ting values is exquisitely narrow in 
comparison with the range of assu-
mable values.13  

In every case, the point is that the set of 
values needed for life to exist in our uni-
verse is very small compared to the set of 
possible values. This is put very clearly in 
the definition that Luke Barnes offers of 
fine-tuning: ‘In the set of possible physics, 
the subset that permit the evolution of life 
is very small.’14 Fine-tuning thus says 
some thing about a life-permitting univer-
se like ours compared with numerous 
other (as far as we know) non-existing 
universes. 

This is important in the argument 
because it shows that it is unlikely that 
life arose by chance. However, it is not 
the case that, given an intention for life to 
occur or given theism, we should expect 
fine-tuning. An intention for life or the-
ism makes us expect life, but it does not 
make us expect fine-tuning for life. The 
universe could just as well have been 
coarse-tuned for life, in which case life 
would also have existed in alternative 
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universes different from ours. Whether 
life would have been probable in non-
exis ting universes or not seems irrelevant 
for an intention for life or for God. Fine-
tuning for life thus does not follow from 
theism, which explains why nobody 
thought of suggesting that before the fine-
tuning evidence showed up. 

There may actually be a reason to 
expect that fine-tuning for life follows 
from theism if we assume a specific kind 
of theism or intention where the universe 
is also fine-tuned for discoverability. As 
mentioned, Robin Collins has proposed 
that the universe is also fine-tuned for dis-
coverability, and then the fine-tuning for 
life could be a feature of the universe that 
the creator wanted to be discovered as a 
clue to its origin. 

In any case, since an intention for 
rational life or the common versions of 
theism to a large degree make us expect a 
life-permitting universe, but to a very 
small degree make us expect fine-tuning, 
the fine-tuning argument should use life-
permittingness as the datum to be explai-
ned by theism or intention instead of 
using fine-tuning as the datum to be 
explained by theism. 

One could of course argue that fine-
tuning is best explained by design or 
intention via an inference to the best 
explanation. But I argue below that the 
likelihood approach is the best approach, 
and then one hypothesis is more probable 
than an alternative hypothesis if the first 
hypothesis, to a larger degree, makes us 
expect the data. Since a God hypothesis 
makes us expect life-permittingness but 
not fine-tuning, life-permittingness 
should be used as the datum to be explai-
ned. 

Robin Collins uses life-permittingness 
in his formulation, but Bøhn and Craig 
use fine-tuning. Since Bøhn focuses on 

what to expect from an intention for 
rational life versus chance, it would be 
better to use life-permittingness, since it is 
otherwise unclear whether fine-tuning is 
to be expected from an intention for life. 
Craig also uses fine-tuning as datum 
instead of life-permittingness, but he does 
not use the likelihood approach. He looks 
for the explanation of fine-tuning, and 
uses ‘design’ instead of ‘intention for 
rational life’. 

However, Craig also argues that ‘the 
implication of the design hypothesis is 
that there exists a Cosmic Designer who 
fine-tuned the initial conditions of the 
universe for intelligent life’15. As argued 
above, fine-tuning does not seem to be 
implied by either intention or design, 
since fine-tuning tells us that life would 
not have existed in alternative non-exis -
ting universes and there is no reason for a 
designer of our universe to design it in a 
way that would have made life impossible 
in alternative non-existing universes 
(unless the designer wanted to communi-
cate the fact of fine-tuning). It just sounds 
like design implies fine-tuning because the 
word ‘fine-tuning’ suggests someone 
doing something, but the definition of the 
concept does not; it merely states a nume-
rical relation between life-permitting uni-
verses and non-life-permitting universes. 

E) The argument should have a specific 
concept of God as hypothesis as oppo-
sed to just intention or design 
This point is related to the point above, 
but also differs. Above, the focus was on 
which datum is best to choose as the 
object of explanation or expectation. 
Here the focus is on how precise the 
hypothesis is, which helps us deduce 
more precisely what follows or is to be 
expected from the hypothesis. 

Bøhn uses intention as his hypothesis, 
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but specifies that it is an intention for 
rational life and that knowledge and abi-
lity to produce such life is also implied in 
the hypothesis. But he also specifies that it 
does not imply God or that the intention 
is good.16 This is probably to widen the 
range of possible agents who could have 
produced the universe, which increases 
the chance that there was some intention 
or other, instead of arguing that it was 
God. Given the problem of evil, it seems 
easier to argue that it was an intention 
that produced the universe rather than a 
good intention.  

Bøhn discusses the objection that we 
do not know the mind of the intender and 
then cannot know more exactly what was 
intended. He replies that this is to confuse 
why the universe was intended with that 
the universe was intended.17 But the 
objection has a point in that the vaguer 
the description of the intention, the more 
difficult it is to assess what it implies or 
makes us expect: how much life should 
there be, where should it be, when should 
it arise, how should it be, etc.  

Contrary to Bøhn, Craig and Collins 
have much more detailed theories of God 
that the fine-tuning argument is meant to 
support. Collins, for example, argues 
why God would be interested in creating 
a multiverse, making a discoverable uni-
verse, making an independent universe, 
etc.18 That they do is natural, since Bøhn, 
unlike the other two, is not in the busi-
ness of arguing for the existence of God. 
But it is an advantage, in any case, to 
have a more specific hypothesis in order 
to be better able to evaluate how pro-
bable it makes the evidence. As seen, in 
Bøhn’s case there indeed seems to be a 
very vague link between intention for 
rational life and fine-tuning of the univer-
se for rational life. 

Even theism minimally defined as a 

good God is better than just design or 
intention since it allows us to deduce a lot 
more than what we can from just design 
or intention. Common versions of theism, 
which emphasize that a good and loving 
God would want to share of God’s goods 
and participate in relationships, imply 
life-permittingness, since they entail 
some one with a motive and power to 
create life. Intention or design do not 
imply life-permittingness, but intention 
for rational life and design for rational 
life do imply life-permittingness. None of 
the three imply fine-tuning. But the more 
detailed the theism is fleshed out the bet-
ter, because it gives us more opportunity 
to consider the coherence of the claims 
made. 

F) The argument should use the likeli-
hood approach as opposed to ruling 
out alternatives 
Collins and Bøhn use the likelihood app-
roach while Craig rules out alternatives. I 
will consider Craig’s approach first. Craig 
argues against physical necessity and 
chance as explanations of fine-tuning and 
concludes that design is the explanation. 
Of the three alternatives, he says that they 
seem to exhaust the alternatives.19 Is that 
right? 

It seems to me that a plausible alterna-
tive to physical necessity is a physical 
explanation that explains the different 
values and shows that we are wrong 
today in treating all possible universes as 
equally probable. It would not need to be 
a physical necessity, but could be a con-
tingent physical explanation. Yet it would 
not be the chance alternative either, 
because the chance alternative says that 
fine-tuning is due to chance, but this alter-
native would say that fine-tuning is mere-
ly apparent because there is not a large 
range of equally possible values.  
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It is not at all clear to me that the alter-
natives rule each other out, either. If we 
discovered that a fine-tuned universe was 
necessary, would it not be surprising that 
such a universe was physically necessary 
as opposed to another kind of universe? 
Could not the creator have made a uni-
verse where it was physically necessary 
for life to arise, and this be used as an 
argument for the existence of God? It 
seems better to use metaphysical necessity 
or logical necessity as alternatives to God, 
although one could probably let those 
metaphysical or logical necessities be part 
of God as well.  

I will not open the big discussion on 
how to define different kinds of necessity, 
but rather use these questions raised to 
show that the first premise in Craig’s for-
mulation is not so obvious. I find the like-
lihood approach of Collins and Bøhn bet-
ter suited to avoid such criticism because 
they can consider the relation between 
hypothesis and evidence in a logically 
valid argument without being concerned 
that they have exhausted all alternatives.  

Craig could argue against Bøhn and 
Collins that they do not exhaust the alter-
natives but just argue in favour of one 
hypothesis over another. However, argu-
ing in favour of theism over chance (in -
cluding the multiverse hypothesis) is to 
contrast the two hypotheses that most 
people find to be the two most plausible 
options, and it is a good strategy to disc-
uss the best alternatives.  

An objection against Collins and Bøhn 
could be that likelihood and conditional 
epistemic probability are vague concepts 
riddled with problems. Bøhn in fact says 
that he finds conditional epistemic proba-
bility to be indefinable,20 but both he and 
Collins refer to the fact that it is widely 
used in science and everyday life. Collins 
gives a quite-detailed account of his 

understanding of conditional epistemic 
probability, leaning on Plantinga’s under-
standing of conditional epistemic proba-
bility and discussing some objections. The 
discussion of how to understand probabi-
lity is too big to resolve here, but given 
that it is so widely used, it seems accep-
table to use it also in this case. 

A few comments on objections to the fine-
tuning argument 
There are many objections one could 
raise to the fine-tuning argument, but 
these cannot be discussed here for reasons 
of space. Nevertheless, I will end with 
some comments on the objections that 
can be raised.  

Luke Barnes does a very good job in 
showing how formulating the argument 
this way helps to avoid many of the com-
mon objections.21 Robin Collins also 
covers very well a wide range of objec-
tions.22 The most common objection to 
the fine-tuning argument is the multiverse 
response, which says that if there are 
numerous different universes, it is likely 
that some (like ours) should be life-per-
mitting. Collins covers the common 
objections to the multiverse response, like 
the Boltzmann brain objection, the objec-
tion that in the best multiverse theories, 
the multiverse is itself fine-tuned, and that 
the multiverse hypothesis (presupposing 
an infinite number of universes) undermi-
nes rationality. 

In a future article, I hope to develop a 
new response to the multiverse objection. 
My argument will be that either there is 
just one universe, in which case it is most 
likely designed by God, or there is a multi -
verse generated by some multiverse gene-
rator with the capacity for actualizing 
infinitely many possibilities. In the latter 
case, I will argue that it is highly likely 
that one of the possibilities the multiverse 
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generator has actualized is a mind con-
nected to the generator itself. But if the 
multiverse generator has a mind, one 
could argue that it deserves to be called 
God. The conclusion is then that regard-
less of whether one assumes a universe or 
a multiverse, one should assume that it is 
created by a source with a mind. 

Given that I do not think that the mul-
tiverse is a good objection to the fine-
tuning argument, what is the best objec-
tion? I think that the best objection is that 
we have very little knowledge about why 
the parameters of the universe are as they 
are, which again means that our basis for 
establishing their probability is very thin. 
The future may offer a naturalistic expla-
nation to fine-tuning, but of course, the 
future may also do the opposite. What 
matters is what conclusion is best justified 
today by the fine-tuning argument, and 
then I think theism is clearly the best-jus-
tified conclusion. 

Conclusion 
There is a way of combining the virtues I 
have argued for in this article into a new 
formulation of the fine-tuning argument 
for the existence of God. It leans quite 
heavily on the formulation offered by 
Einar Duenger Bøhn, but importantly 
replaces fine-tuning with life-permitting-
ness and intention with God. The formu-
lation is as follows: 

L=Life-permittingness, T=Theism, 
C=Chance, Pr=Probability 
1) Pr(L|T)>Pr(L|C)  Pr(T|L)>Pr(C|L)
(Instance of the likelihood principle) 
2) Pr(L|T)>Pr(L|C)
(Premise) 
3) Pr(T|L)>Pr(C|L)
(1,2,MP) 

 
In full sentences, the argument says that if 
the probability of life-permittingness 
given theism is greater than the probabili-
ty of life-permittingness given a chance 
hypothesis, then the likelihood of theism 
given life-permittingness is greater than 
the likelihood of a chance hypothesis giv -
en life-permittingness. Since in fact the 
probability of life-permittingness given 
theism is more probable than the proba-
bility of life-permittingness given a chan-
ce hypothesis, it follows that the likeli-
hood of theism given life-permittingness 
is greater than the likelihood of a chance 
hypothesis given life-permittingness. 

This way of formulating the argument 
is a bit tedious and clumsy, but shows 
explicitly that it is a deductive argument. 
The main idea is to use the terms theism, 
chance and life-permittingness, and say 
that since life-permittingness is more pro-
bable given theism than chance, life-per-
mittingness favours theism over chance in 
this respect. 
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1. Introduction 

Our subject is part of a wider dis-
cussion about the relationship of 
science to religion. In most parts 

of the world, both science and religion 
have substantial influence on people’s 
lives and ways of thinking. The impact of 
science and technology is even so penetra-
ting that we hardly notice it.  

According to Ian Barbour, there are 
four ways of relating science and religion:1 

 

1. Conflict 
2. Independence 
3. Interaction 
4. Integration 

These models interpret the relationship 
quite differently, but none of them 
regards religion as something irrelevant 
for society. Barbour’s work is an attempt 
to revisit the interface between science 
and religion, and constitutes a conceptual 
investigation of the differences, meeting 
points, and parallels between them. He 

66

Intelligent Design and  
Natural Theology 

Steinar Thorvaldsen 
Professor of Information Science, Department of Education 

The Arctic University of Norway, Norway 
steinar.thorvaldsen@uit.no 

Abstract: Natural Theology is an attempt to provide arguments for the 
existence of God based on reason and ordinary experience of nature. It 
became quite popular with both orthodox Christians and Deists be tween 
about 1650 and 1850, inspiring much of the scientific fieldwork done 
during that period. However, Darwin’s theory of evolution brought about 
a temporary decline of this Christian apologetic tradition.  
   Intelligent Design is a relatively new scientific research program that 
investigates the effects of intelligent sources, and challenges basic parts of 
contemporary Darwinism. Fred Hoyle first issued the ideas of Intelligent 
Design in modern times when he discovered the unique energy level of the 
carbon atom in the 1950s. On Copernicus’s 500th birthday in 1973, 
Brandon Carter presented the discovery that the fundamental constants of 
physics are fine-tuned to precise values for life permittance. In the 1990s, 
Michael Behe and others presented arguments for Intelligent Design in 
molecular biology, and irreducibly complex biochemical machines in 
living cells.  
    In this paper, we briefly present Intelligent Design and discuss its pos-
sible application within a revitalized version of Natural Theology. The 
paper is mainly written from a scientific perspective. 

Keywords: Fine-tuning, Design, Darwinism, Molecular machines, 
Complexity

Copyright © 2020 Author(s).  
Peer reviewed open access article – published under CC BY-NC 4.0. 

Theofilos. Volume 12, 2020, issue 1, pp. 66–84  DOI: https://doi.org/10.48032/theo/12/1/7 
ISSN print 1893-7969, ISSN online: ISSN 2703-7037

Theofilos   
A Nordic open access journal in Theology, Philosophy and Culture 

Published by NLA University College – in partnership with Johannelund School of Theology 
Available at www.theofilos.noVOL. 11 NR. 2 2019



aims to move beyond conflict and inde-
pendence to greater dialogue, and the 
inter action model provides one way for 
making that move. There are a number of 
arguments for this. First, human experi-
ence does not divide itself into discrete 
experiences, since reality is handled as a 
whole. Second, for Christians, God is the 
creator of all that is, and if God is the 
source of the whole of the universe, then 
Christians should seek explanations that 
do not separate religious faith from the 
natural world. Thirdly, the need for a 
response to the environmental crisis de -
mands a strong theology of nature, 
grounded in biblical faith commitments 
and engaged with scientific knowledge of 
the world.  Given those demands, interac-
tion between science and religion is a 
much-needed contribution to an educated 
discourse.  

Integration is the 4th model for thin-
king about relating science and religion. 
In addition to interaction, integration 
also focuses on the relationships between 
theological doctrines and particular scien-
tific theories. According to Barbour, the 
classic Natural theology and Barbour’s 
own Theology of nature are two examp-
les of the integration between science and 
religion. Whereas the traditional Natural 
theology mainly looks to design in nature 
as supportive of God’s existence, the The -
o logy of nature has a broader scope and 
develops theories and doctrines that are 
heavily informed by theories of science.2 
Such an approach is more radical, and 
may include revisions of some traditional 
doctrines on creation, providence or hu -
m an nature, in the light of current science. 
Barbour has built his ‘Theology of natu-
re,’ on Darwinian theory and the natura-
listic philosophy that undergirds it. He 
presupposes that the Darwinian mecha-
nism is the means by which biological 

complexity has emerged within nature.  
A large amount of academic literature 

on these topics has appeared since the 
1970s. However, it is difficult to evaluate 
how successful it has been. The general 
pub lic still seems convinced that science 
and religion are in conflict with each other. 
This is largely the result of quite aggressi-
ve atheists such as Richard Dawkins and 
others,3 whose works are translated 
worldwide and have influenced public 
opinion. Even academics often limit their 
knowledge to these sources. 

In addition, theological institutions 
only sparsely focus on the interaction bet-
ween science and religion. Especially in 
systematic theology, discussions concer-
ning the scientific worldview and the pos-
sibility of divine action are often more or 
less ignored. If theologians are not taking 
the dialogue seriously, who is? 

In this paper, we first introduce 
Natural Theology and Intelligent Design. 
A more extensive elaboration and discus-
sion of the scientific arguments for detec-
ting design may be found in our recent 
statistical paper ‘Using statistical methods 
to model the fine-tuning of molecular 
machines and systems.’4 In the second 
part of the present paper, we discuss the 
application of the design arguments with -
in a revitalized version of Natural 
Theology. 

2. Natural Theology (NT) 
In the first period in the history of 
modern science, the declaration of purpo-
siveness in the observed nature was not 
regarded as an embarrassment, but rather 
an accepted fact.5 Pioneers like Johannes 
Kepler, Galileo Galilei and Isaac Newton 
were all motivated by, and promoted 
their innovative research as, ‘reading the 
book of nature’.6 Modern science grew 
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up in Europe around the beginning of the 
17th century, and Christianity had the 
function of being some of the soil from 
which it grew. 

In spite of some unfortunate tension, 
Christian theology can still claim to have 
helped birth the basic beliefs and impulses 
that gave rise to modern empirical scien-
ce. A number of historians and sociolo-
gists have come to view modern science 
itself as the historical product of Chris -
tianity. It is hard to get much further from 
the conflict thesis than this.7 There exists 
a profound causal connection between 
Christianity and early modern science. 
This is an important historical fact for 
Christian apologetics.8 

Natural theology was in this period 
quite important for the whole science and 
religion dialogue. The phrase ‘natural 
theology’ can have several meanings that 
in general substantiate an intellectual 
resonance between the Christian world-
view and the natural world. Thus, the 
world that we see and experience around 
us is believed to have a deeper transcen-
dence, which lies beyond it, but in some 
ways are embedded in the world that we 
observe.  

In the year 1802 William Paley pub -
lish ed his famous book Natural Theo -
logy: or, Evidences of the Existence and 
Attributes of the Deity; Collected from the 
Appearances of Nature.9 The main messa-
ge of this book was that all nature speaks 
of the Designer behind it. Paley's argu-
ment is constructed around a series of 
examples, including finding a watch, 
com paring the eye to a telescope, and the 
existence of finely adapted mechanical 
structures in animals: from the intricacy 
of the bird’s wing to the complexity of the 
eye, since living structures are far beyond 
the power of physical processes operating 
by natural laws, they must be the wise 

contrivance of a Creator. In consequence, 
the existence of the structured world and 
life around us, proved the existence of a 
designer or God behind them. 

The theological interpretation of Pay -
ley’s thesis became known as Natural the-
ology and was widely applied in theologi-
cal circles almost everywhere where thin-
king Christianity existed. The book was 
used for many years as a textbook in 
British universities as a basis for examina-
tion for undergraduates. Natural Theo lo -
gy became quite popular with both ortho-
dox Christians and Deists. It prospered 
greatly as an apologetic tool, particularly 
in England, between about 1650 and 
1850, inspiring much of the fieldwork 
done in biology during that period. 
Collecting butterflies, beetles, flowers and 
ferns etc., also became a popular outdoor 
hobby, all with a sense of attaining a clo-
ser understanding of nature’s master 
Designer.  

Within German biology, a coherent 
body of theory based on a teleological 
approach was also worked out. The his-
tory of pre-Darwinian German biology in 
the nineteenth century is acknowledged 
as very active in the growth of empirical 
knowledge, which includes the beginning 
of modern embryology, paleontology, 
physiology and organic chemistry. One 
main impetus for the development of bio-
logical thought in Germany came from an 
idealistic philosophy of nature known as 
romantische Naturphilosophie.10 Here the 
central issue was the problem of causality 
in biology, and Timothy Lenoir labels this 
approach a ‘theory of limited evolu-
tion’.11 The romantic natural philosophy 
embraced at least the aesthetic dimension 
of natural theology.12  

The problem with the arguments in 
Natural Theology is, of course, that they 
can be turned head around. Thus for 
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every instance where the natural theologi-
an finds reason to sing God's praises, the 
natural anti-theologian finds reason to 
lament nature's cruelty. Darwin, for in -
stance, thought there was ‘too much 
misery in the world’ to find support in 
Natural Theology: 

I cannot persuade myself that a 
beneficent and omnipotent God 
would have designedly created the 
Ichneumonidae [a parasitoid wasp] 
with the express intention of their 
feeding within the living bodies of 
Caterpillars [a larvae], or that a cat 
should play with mice.13 

Other examples he pointed to included 
‘ants making slaves’ and ‘the young cuc-
koo ejecting its foster-brother.’ We may 
note that Darwin’s intellectual struggles 
with the problem of evil were plainly phi-
losophical and theological in nature – 
they had not proceeded from his science. 
However, he did not give the problems 
any further elaboration. Darwin appa-
rently understood that the ultimate frame -
work for a basic interpretation of nature 
could not be scientific, but was philoso -
phical and rooted in an individual’s con-
ception of the relationship between the 
natural world and religion. Hence, the 
presence of natural suffering accorded 
well with his theory of natural selection, 
rather than with purpose and design in 
the optimistic setting of contemporary 
Victorian theology of a world in gentle 
harmony. 

With Darwin, a grand unifying science 
of life was set forth by the principle of 
natural selection. The new Darwinian 
The ory reduced some of the conceptual 
difficulties to scientific progress in biolo-
gy, like vitalism and some speculative 
teleological thinking. On the other hand, 
the theologians could no longer base their 
teaching confidently on the thesis that 

‘The havens declares the glory of God, 
and the firmament shows his handi -
work’.14 

 Darwin changed the direction of the 
discussions through his explanation of 
biology as a product of natural processes. 
This mechanistic point of view carries 
with it the naturalistic aims of modern 
science. Natural Theology changed focus 
to natural philosophy, later this was re -
placed by natural history. Because they 
held to a naturalistic definition of science, 
Darwinian explanations seemed more 
sensible to most scientists. Payley’s theory 
was more or less destroyed and substitu-
ted by the new Darwinian ‘plots and sto-
ries’15. Eventually, Darwin’s theory 
brought about the decline of the Chris -
tian apologetic tradition in science, in 
spite of some academic attempts to rescue 
the project of Natural Theology.16 Lynn 
Barber17 documents very well the close 
relationship between the declining public 
interest in natural philosophy and the 
corresponding ascendancy of the theory 
of evolution. 

3. Intelligent Design (ID) 
The fundamental idea behind ID is that 
events, objects, and structures in the world 
can exhibit features that reliably signal 
the effects of intelligence. Disci plines as 
diverse as semiotics, archeology, crypto -
graphy, forensic science, and the search 
for extraterrestrial intelligence thus all fall 
within ID. ID begins with features of the 
world that are inherently resistant to 
naturalistic explanation given the avai-
lable natural resources – not merely featu-
res of the world that for now lack a 
known natural-cause explanation, but 
rather for which natural causes are in 
principle incapable of providing an expla-
nation. Next, ID notes that in our normal 
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experience, when objects whose causal 
story we know show such features, then 
an intelligence was definitively involved 
in the object's causal history.  

The very term intelligence comes from 
the Latin words ‘inter’ (a preposition 
denoting ‘between’) and ‘lego’ (a verb 
denoting to ‘choose’ or ‘select’). Hence, 
strictly speaking intelligence refers to the 
power of discerning and the ability to 
select. Yet unlike natural selection, which 
operates without intentions or goals, typi-
cally when we think of an intelligence as 
choosing or selecting, it is with a goal or 
purpose in mind. We could therefore defi-
ne intelligence as the capacity for rational 
or purposive choice. 

The textbook definition of ID reads: 
‘The study of patterns in nature that are 
best explained as the product of intelli-
gence’.18 Intelligent means nothing more 
than being the result of an intelligent 
source, and does not presume optimal de -
sign. ‘Intelligent’ in ‘intelligent design’ 
simply refers to intelligent sources, irre-
spective of skill, mastery, or cleverness. 

For Del Ratzsch, design needs another 
concept, namely counterflow, which 
‘refers to things running contrary to 
what, in the relevant sense, would (or 
might) have occurred had nature opera-
ted freely.’19 Furthermore, ‘an artifact is 
anything embodying counterflow.’20 That 
does not mean, of course, that any viola-
tion of natural law (counterflow) can be 
defined as design, but we typically recog-
nize artifactuality and designedness 
through recognizing indications of coun-
terflow in results, processes or initial con-
ditions: ‘we recognize such counterflow 
against the background of and in contrast 
with our understanding of the normal 
flows of nature.’21 

ID has gained a good deal of interest 
and influence in recent years, mainly in 

the USA, by both creating public atten-
tion and triggering vigorous discussions 
in the intellectual and scientific world. 
The term is often considered controversi-
al, and many prefer to use the term design 
alone, since usually we think of design as 
the result of intelligence, and hence the 
adjective is redundant. However, Intel li -
gent Design is the original historic term 
that Professor William Whewell at Trinity 
College, Cambridge, coined in a scientific 
context as far back as in 1833.22 The term 
was applied by Darwin, and also by 
Hoyle23 when he reintroduced the idea 
within modern science in his 1982 Omni 
Lecture at the Royal Institution, London. 
In this paper we use both the short and 
long notion. 

Quantum physics 
The famous astronomer Sir Fred Hoyle 
did the first basic ID-discovery of our 
time as early as in the 1950s,24 when he 
predicted that the carbon core has a unique 
state with a specific energy level which is 
precisely adapted to the basic fusion pro-
cess for carbon creation. This result was 
one of the most important breakthroughs 
in modern astrophysics, and the so-called 
Hoyle state of the carbon atom has beco-
me a cornerstone for state-of- the-art nuc-
lear theory. He described his discovery 
like this:  

Would you not say to yourself, 
‘Some super-calculating intellect 
must have designed the properties 
of the carbon atom, otherwise the 
chance of my finding such an atom 
through the blind forces of nature 
would be utterly minuscule.’… The 
numbers one calculates from the 
facts seem to me to so overwhel-
ming as to put this conclusion 
almost beyond question.25   

All known life in this universe is based on 
the element carbon, which is formed in 
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the nuclear processes that occurred as 
previous stars ended their lives. The cal-
culations he made in time revealed a fine-
tuning of the universe. Hoyle had started 
his research career as an atheist, but this 
scientific discovery shook his atheism 
fundamentally.26 

General physics 
To our surprise, it turns out that many of 
the parameters necessary for life to exist 
in our universe must fall within very nar-
row margins, or the universe would either 
not exist or not be able to support life. 
The astrophysicist Brandon Carter was 
the first to name and employ the term 
Anthropic Principle in his important con-
tribution to the 1973 conference in Po -
land honoring Copernicus’s 500th birth-
day. He had worked with a kind of coun-
terfactual analysis of cosmology by 
asking the question: Suppose the laws of 
physics had been a bit different from 
what they actually are, what would the 
consequences be?27 In his lecture, Carter 
derived the Anthropic Principle in reac-
tion to the old Copernican Principle, 
which states that humans do not occupy 
a privileged position in the universe. As 
Carter said on Copernicus’s birthday:  

Although our situation is not neces-
sarily central, it is inevitably privi-
leged to some extent. 28  

The chances that the universe should be 
life permitting are so infinitesimal as to be 
incomprehensible and incalculable. Many 
studies have been accomplished since 
then. Luke Barnes published a good re -
view paper on the fine-tuning of the uni-
verse in 201229 and Lewis & Barnes 
wrote an up-to-date book in 2016.30 

It is hard to give a definitive answer to 
the number of fine tuning parameters. 
Based on the items discussed in Barrow 

and Tiplers' classic book31 there are about 
100, and The Royal Astronomer Martin 
Rees lists six dimensionless constants that 
give overall fine-tuning to the universe.32 
The finely tuned universe is like a panel 
that controls the parameters of the uni-
verse with about 100 knobs that can be 
set to certain values. If you turn any knob 
just a little to the right or to the left, the 
result is either a universe that is inhospi-
table to life or no universe at all. If the Big 
Bang had been just slightly stronger or 
weaker, matter would not have conden-
sed, and life never would have existed. 
The odds against our universe developing 
were ‘enormous’ – and yet here we are, a 
point redolent with religious implica-
tions, as expressed by Brian Schmidt at 
the Australian National University:  

Like a Bach fugue, the Universe has 
a beautiful elegance about it, gover-
ned by laws whose mathematical 
precision is meted out to the metro-
nome of time. These equations of 
physics are finely balanced, with the 
constants of nature that underpin 
the equations tuned to values that 
allows our remarkable Universe to 
exist in a form where we, humanity, 
can study it. A slight change to these 
constants, and poof, in a puff of 
gedanken experimentation, we have 
a cosmos where atoms cease to be, 
or where planets are unable to 
form. We seem to truly be fortunate 
to be part of Our Universe.33 

What Brian Schmidt refers to as a ‘gedan-
ken experiment’ (thought experiment), is 
often called ‘multiuniverses’, i.e. an enor-
mous supply of universes and each one a 
little different. This hypothesis is not 
back ed up with any empirical support, 
and Nobel laurate in physics Charles 
Townes rejects this speculative idea as a 
‘pretty fantastic postulate’. Instead, Tow -
nes thinks this ‘fine-tuning’ of the universe 
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points to intelligent design:  

Intelligent design, as one sees it 
from a scientific point of view, 
seems to be quite real. This is a very 
special universe: it’s remarkable 
that it came out just this way.34 

One nice recent study shows that if the 
mass of the quarks that make up protons 
and neutrons were changed by just a few 
percent, then the process that makes car-
bon as stars die would be altered in such 
a way that there would not be sufficient 
carbon in the universe for life. The masses 
of the lightest sub-atomic quarks have the 
precise value that is required for carbon 
to form and for life to exist.35 The fact 
that the conditions for life fall into such a 
narrow range, plus the many incredible 
initial conditions and constants in physics 
that give rise to the needed building 
blocks of life, constitute the fine-tuning of 
the bio-friendly universe. Fig. 1 is a simp-
le illustration. 

Figure 1: Illustration of fine-tuning sugges-
ted by a schoolchild: Bake several batches of 
pepper cookies, each time varying one ingre-
dient, oven-baking temperature or time up 
or down by a minor amount. Call it a ‘Coo -
kie Universe’ and successfully demonstrated 
the fine-tuning principle by the taste of the 
cookies. From www.arn.org 

Molecular machines 
One of the surprising discoveries of 

modern biology has been that the cell 
operates in a manner similar to modern 
technology, while biological information 
is organized similar to plain text. Words 
and terms like sequence code, and infor-
mation, proofreading, and machine have 
proven very useful in describing and un -
derstanding molecular biology.36 Living 
forms exhibit structures and functions 
that can best be understood as nano-level 
engineering. In 1998 Bruce Alberts, presi-
dent of the National Academy of 
Sciences, published an important paper 
preparing the next generation of molecu-
lar biologists: ‘The Cell as a Collection of 
Protein Machines’.37 In the same manner, 
the ID research program also highlights 
the designed structure of life in nature 
against Darwinian natural selection and 
gradualism, and in the 1990s, Michael 
Behe and others argued for ID in molecu-
lar biology and irreducibly complex bio-
chemical machines in living cells.38 Some 
parts of complex designed objects are 
exceedingly important and useful and do 
affect the function of their mechanism. 
The intelligence of the designed product 
and its smart processes can be outlined 
through the vital and functional parts of 
living organisms. In ‘Darwin’s Black Box’ 
Behe exemplifies the systems that he cal-
led irreducible complexity configured as a 
remarkable teamwork of several interac-
ting proteins.  

However, Behe does not ignore the 
role of the laws of nature. Biology allows 
for changes and evolutionary modifica-
tions. Evolution is there, ID is there, and 
they are consistent with one-another. The 
laws of nature can organize matter and 
force it to change. Behe’s point is that 
there are some, ‘irreducibly complex’ 
systems that are very unlikely to be pro-
duced by the laws of nature, and this is 
sufficient for his argument to work: 
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If a biological structure can be 
explained in terms of those natural 
laws [reproduction, mutation and 
natural selection] then we cannot 
conclude that it was [intelligently] 
designed…  however, I have shown 
why many biochemical systems 
cannot be built up by natural selec-
tion working on mutations: no 
direct, gradual route exist to these 
irreducible complex systems, and 
the laws of chemistry work strong-
ly against the undirected develop-
ment of the biochemical systems 
that make molecules such as 
AMP.39 40  

Then, even if the natural laws work  
against the development of these ‘irredu-
cible complexities’, they exist. Putting 
‘intelligent’ in front of ‘design’ ensures 
that the design he is talking about is not 
merely apparent but actual; actual in the 
sense that the design is a strong synergy in 
principle irreducible to natural causes. 
These structures are biological examples 
of nano-engineering that surpass anyt-
hing human engineers have created. Fig. 2 
shows a high-resolution image. 

Figure 2: Researchers at Stockholm Uni -
versity solved the structure of a mitochond-
rial ATP synthase. ATP synthase is a mole-
cular machine that catalyzes conversion of 
chemical energy of cells. The high resolution 
allowed identification of 29 different protein 
subunits. Credit: A. Mühlpeip.   
From www.scilifelab.se 

Proteins 
The basic building blocks of life are pro-
teins, long chain-like molecules consisting 
of varied combinations of 20 different 
amino acids. Complex biochemical 
machi nes are usually composed of many 
proteins, each folded together and confi-
gured in a unique 3D structure dependent 
upon the exact sequence of the amino 
acids within the chain. Proteins employ a 
wide variety of folds to perform their bio-
logical function, and each protein has a 
highly specified shape with some minor 
variations. An important question is to 
obtain an estimate of the overall preva-
lence of sequences adopting functional 
folds, i.e. the right folded structure, with 
the correct dynamics and a precise active 
site for its specific function. Douglas Axe 
worked on this question at the famous 
Medical Research Council Centre in 
Cambridge. The experiments he perfor-
med showed a prevalence between 1 in 
1050 to 1 in 1074 of signature-consistent 
sequences forming a working domain-
sized fold of 150 amino acids.41 Hence, 
functional proteins require highly extra-
ordinary sequences. Though proteins 
tolerate a range of possible amino acids at 
some positions in the sequence, a random 
process producing amino-acid chains of 
this length would stumble onto a functio-
nal protein only about one in every 1050 
to 1074 attempts. This empirical result is 
analog to our previous ID inferences from 
fine-tuned physics.  

In his recent book, Undeniable, Axe 
also elaborates on the massive improba-
bilities of anything like functional prote-
ins arising by natural selection. The 
search space turns out to be too impos-
sibly vast for blind selection to have even 
a slight chance of success. The contrasting 
view is innovations based on ingenuity, 
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cleverness and intelligence. An element of 
this is what Axe calls ‘functional coheren-
ce’, which always involves hierarchical 
planning, hence is a product of design. He 
concludes: ‘Functional coherence makes 
accidental invention fantastically impro-
bable and therefore physically impos-
sible.’42 Fig. 3 shows an example of a 
functional protein. 

 
Figure 3: The enzyme Uracil-DNA-glycosy-
lase (UNG) is a fold of 233 amino acids and 
repairs errors in DNA. UNG is an impor-
tant intracellular, monomeric enzyme that 
recognizes and removes errors occurring 
when DNA is copied. The figure shows how 
DNA is attached to the enzyme. 

Measuring design 
Science is to a large extend devoted to 
measuring quantities, and much effort 
has been devoted to detecting design and 
finding a general information measure. 
Del Ratzsch43 has expressed doubt on the 
prospects of recognizing designedness 
through secondary marks, because in the 
context of identifiable artifacts, that arti-
factuality by itself automatically estab -
lish es some of the crucial conditions for 
design.  

In order to infer design, an object must 

be both complex and specified. The latest 
version of an information measure 
published by Dembski et al. is named 
Algorithmic Specified Complexity (ASC).44 
ASC incorporates both Shannon and 
Kolmogorov complexity measures, and 
measures the degree to which an event is 
improbable and follows a pattern. Kol -
mo gorov complexity is related to com -
pression of data (and hence patterns), but 
suffers from the property of being unkno-
wable as it has no general method to 
compute it. However, it is possible to give 
upper bounds for the Kolmogorov com -
plexity, and consequently ASC can be 
bounded without being computed 
exactly. ASC is based on context and is 
measured in bits. The authors have 
applied this promising method to natural 
language, random noise, folding proteins, 
images etc.45 This is an area of research, 
and recently George Montanez published 
a general method of detecting design that 
incorporates randomness and specificity, 
and unifies many previous attempts.46 

ID’s relation to NT 
ID argues that the effect of a design infe-
rence can be deduced within the limits of 
explanatory options, not from identifying 
an external cause. We may detect that our 
house has been cleaned, without knowing 
who did it. To identify an ultimate cause 
we need additional details, but ID is not 
primarily in the business of telling causal 
stories. Dembski argues for the dis-
tinction like this:47  

Although a design inference is often 
the occasion for inferring an intelli-
gent agent, as a pattern of inference 
the design inference is not tied to 
any doctrine of intelligent agency. 
The design inference focuses on 
fea tures of any event that bar it 
from being attributed to chance, 
not on the causal story underlying 
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the event. To be sure there is a con-
nection between the design inference 
and intelligent agency. This connec-
tion, however, is not part of the 
logical structure of the design infe-
rence. Certain events are properly 
attributed to chance, certain events 
are not. The design inference marks 
the difference, yet without prejud-
ging the underlying causal story. 

Hence, Dembski does not commit the 
category mistake of failing to distinguish 
causal agency from the underlying 
mechanism. There are natural laws and 
there are ID, yet none of these is enough 
to conclude that there is a lawgiver or 
designer God. Inferences to design should 
not require that we have a candidate for 
the role of a designer. That will be an 
additional interpretation that has to be 
done in a wider context.  

Clearly, ID provides ready meals for 
NT, and many ID-scientists are Christians 
and believe on independent theological 
grounds in a designer God. However, 
some also avoid making any ontological 
commitments about a designer, and are 
perfectly content investigating design in 
nature.48 ID may for the time being be 
operated mainly by Christians. But Chris -
tians do not own it – it is not even owned 
by theists. ID is not a form of NT. The 
aims are substantially different. 

The designer that eventually emerges 
from ID-theory is an intelligence capable 
of originating the complexity and specifi-
city that we find throughout the universe, 
especially in biological systems. The 
desig ner of ID is not the God of any par-
ticular philosophical reflection or the 
God of any particular religion, but merely 
an intelligent source that is capable of ini-
tiating certain features of the natural 
world. Persons with theological commit-
ments can co-opt this designer and identi-
fy this designer with the object of their 

faith. However, this inference is strictly 
free as far as the actual science of ID is 
concerned. The point is to see if design 
offers fresh scientific insights, not to 
estab lish the existence of the designer. ID 
therefore makes an epistemological rather 
than ontological point. 

4. Discussion 
We have presented four central observa-
tions from contemporary science; two 
from ‘hardware’ physics, and two from 
‘software’ biology. The framework of ID 
depends on the concept of probability 
theory, information, computer science, 
molecular biology, and the philosophy of 
science. Exponents of ID claim that it is a 
valid scientific field because it builds on 
the same prima causa premise used in all 
other areas of science. They observe infor-
mation systems in the cells of living orga-
nisms and question the source of that 
information. The main issue that motiva-
tes ID is a concern for good science, and 
ID aims to adhere to the same standards 
of rational investigation as other scientific 
and philosophical enterprises, and is sub-
ject to the same methods of evaluation 
and critique.  We will discuss the ID-argu-
ments above in this context. Can they be 
formulated as rigorous scientific argu-
ments?  

William Dembski has noted that the 
fine-tuning argument for our universe is 
not a strict statistical argument, since it 
involves features that need to be in place 
before the universe can be said to exist 
and operate.49 And there is no way of 
assigning a probability distribution as 
reference associated with the universe in 
that early stage. Probabilities for the initi-
al formation of the universe are by their 
nature independent of known processes 
operating in our present universe. 
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Dembs ki regards the fine-tuning argu-
ment as suggestive, as pointers to under-
lying ID. We may describe this statistical 
inference as abductive reasoning or infe-
rence to the best explanation.50 An expla-
nation is a story about an event that has 
occurred, and explanatory inferences play 
a central role in both ordinary life and 
scientific thinking. Computer science, 
expert systems and artificial intelligence 
research frequently employs it. Abduction 
is the procedure of choosing the hypothe-
sis or theory that best explains the avai-
lable data. This process yields a plausible 
conclusion but does not positively verify 
it. The plausible result is relatively likely 
to be true, compared to competing hypo -
theses, given our background knowledge. 
In the case of fine-tuning of our cosmos, 
ID is considered to be a better explana-
tion than a set of multi-universes that 
lacks any empirical evidence.51 

The constants of nature are universal 
properties wherever matter exists, and the 
unique resonance state of the carbon 
atom discovered by Hoyle is a consequen-
ce of the fine-tuned properties of the 12 
particles in the atomic core. Science is still 
working on details of this very complica-
ted 12-body problem, and by utilizing 
powerful supercomputers, a team of sci-
entists have calculated the properties of 
the Hoyle state from the fundamental 
constants and forces of nature.52 The pro-
cess of production runs by the laws of 
nuclear physics, and the carbon product 
displays its additional fine-tuning proper-
ty at the atomic level. 

A Behe-system of irreducible complex-
ity is composed of several non-arbitrarily, 
well-matched, interacting modules that 
contribute to a basic function, wherein 
the removal of any one of the modules 
causes the system to effectively cease 
functioning. The system cannot be sub-

stantially simplified and yet preserve 
function. Such systems pose a serious 
challenge to a Darwinian account of evo-
lution, since irreducibly complex systems 
have no direct series of selectable interme-
diates. This logic has been severely critici-
zed, and extensive arguments have been 
written about whether or not Darwinian 
evolution can plausibly explain irredu-
cibly complex systems.53 

Irreducible complexity does not mean 
that irreducibly complex systems are logi-
cally impossible to evolve. One cannot 
definitively rule out the possibility of an 
indirect, circuitous route. As the com -
plexity of an interacting system increases, 
however, the likelihood of such an indi-
rect route drops quickly. Hence, 
Darwinian explanations of irreducibly 
complex systems are improbable. 

Ultimately, this is a question that has 
to be studied experimentally and by com-
puter simulations. The flagellum that bac-
teria use to swim, and the blood-clotting 
cascade, are two well-studied cases. Both 
consist of dozens of protein parts, and 
despite more than twenty years of effort, 
no Darwinian pathway has been found.54 
In addition, computer models have not 
falsified Behe’s concept of irreducible 
complexity.55 William Dembski has sug-
gested a statistical model, inspired by the 
Drake equation from astrobiology, that 
may be useful to analyze probabilities of 
Behe-systems, and he found very low 
values.56 

The paper by Douglas Axe we referred 
to earlier is an empirical study of a single 
protein that typically would be involved 
as one of the constituting parts of a Behe-
system. Protein sequence space may look 
like a limitless desert of maladjusted 
sequences with only a few oases of wor-
king sequences, as outlined by the experi-
ments by Axe. Yet another study exami-
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nes the probability of finding ATP bin-
ding proteins from a random sample of 
sequence space regardless of the fold.57 
The authors estimated a probability of 1 
in 1011 to find an ATP binding protein, 
suggesting a higher probability than 
found by Axe. Recently Kozulic and 
Leisola58 made careful analyses of these 
results, and concluded that even with 
very conservative conditions, the proba-
bility of finding ATP binding activity that 
would function in a cell, would be less 
than 1 in 1032. Estimates like these 
depend on various factors, including the 
length of the proteins considered, and 
indicate that while the probability of fin-
ding a functional protein in sequence 
space can vary broadly it commonly re -
mains far beyond the reach of Darwinian 
processes.59 Some authors have even sug-
gested that the original amino acid reper-
toire consisted of only four or five amino 
acids, to reduce the gigantic sequence 
space, and ‘rule out the big number 
game’.60 However, this would need 
anoth er type of genetic code, something 
considered highly speculative. 

The protein argument is based on a 
standard statistical estimation of preva-
lence, i.e. the proportion of a population 
who have a specific characteristic or pat-
tern (working proteins). Such studies are 
commonly performed by examining a 
randomly selected sample from the entire 
population. The proteins of life are found 
to be specific kinds of events with low 
probability. 

ID as science? 
The idea that nature is a closed system of 
natural causes, and that natural causes 
provide a complete account of everything 
that occurs in nature, is deeply rooted in 
natural science. Natural causes, as the sci-
entific community usually understands 

them, are causes that operate according 
to deterministic and non-deterministic 
laws that can be characterized in terms of 
chance, necessity, or their combination 
(cf. Jacques Monod's Chance and Neces -
sity). However, a fundamental element of 
ID is that the observed features, even 
when conditioned by a physical system 
that embodies it, cannot be reduced to 
such a natural account without remain-
der. Within the ID literature, that remain-
der is typically identified as some form of 
complexity: ‘functional complexity’ 
(Marcel Schutzenberger), ‘irreducible 
com  plexity’ (Michael Behe), and ‘specifi -
ed complexity’ (William Dembski). It is 
not complexity alone that is the basis for 
the claims about ID, it is rather a duality, 
a particular complexity of dual nature 
that we have discovered in biology. 

Humans have a powerful intuitive 
under standing of design that precedes 
modern science. Our common intuitions 
invariably begin with recognizing pattern 
and design. The problem has been that 
our intuitions about design have been 
unrefined and pre-theoretical. There is no 
surprise that ID is as controversial as it 
highlights a gap between common cultu-
re, which is largely committed to ID rea-
soning, and scientific culture, which lar-
gely rejects it in favor of Darwinian natu-
ralism. Darwinism has been well develo-
ped and extensively advertised within sci-
ence. ID is turning the tables on this dis-
parity by promising to place the rough 
and pre-theoretical intuitions on a firm 
rational foundation, and thus promote a 
supplementary add-on to Darwinian 
Theory and the competing claims of 
Darwinism. 

One main methodological constraint 
that often is used to keep ID outside of 
natural sciences is the framework of metho -
dological naturalism. According to metho -
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dological naturalism, in categorizing any 
natural phenomenon, the natural sciences 
are properly permitted to invoke only 
natural processes, to the exclusion of ID 
descriptions. Methodological naturalism 
is a regulative framework that purports 
to keep science on the straight and nar-
row by limiting science to natural causes. 
The widespread philosophical opinion 
conceives methodological naturalism as 
an intrinsic and self-imposed limitation of 
science, as a ‘ground rule’ and a basic ele-
ment of the scientific enterprise by defini-
tion.61 

Reconciling science and religion on the 
basis of methodological naturalism hap-
pens at the expense of philosophical and 
scientific integrity, and it is therefore mis-
guided. It leaves the public with the 
impression that evolution by natural  
se lection appears to win the scientific 
debate only because ID with its prearran-
gements or configurations, is already 
carefully excluded from the outset.62 One 
cost that goes along with methodological 
naturalism is that one cannot claim that 
science, at least when it theorizes about 
origins, purports to tell us the truth about 
the world, but only that science gives us 
the best naturalistic story. This moves fin-
ding truth about several important ques-
tions of origins outside the domain of sci-
ence, to terra incognito, philosophy or 
theology. 

Steve Fuller and others are critical of 
claims that science has to be ‘methodolo-
gically naturalistic.’63 If an intelligence 
actually played a crucial role in the origin 
of biological complexity, practicing a 
strict methodological naturalism would 
actively hinder the progress of science. A 
more open position described as pragmat-
ic naturalism (cf. Ludwig Wittgenstein) 
simply wants to understand nature and 
does not care what entities are involved 

to facilitate that understanding, as long as 
they prove conceptually fruitful. Prag -
matic naturalism places no restraint on 
Intelligent Design.64 

The main methodic difference between 
ID supporters and the opposition is the 
adherence to methodological naturalism. 
Many scientists require a purely natural 
explanation for all effects, while propo-
nents of ID are open to intelligent causa-
tion in a metaphysical context for the 
empirical results we observe, and do not 
rule out such ideas a priori. The prepro-
gramming of an ID-system is due to the 
presence of great amounts of information 
in the finely tuned initial conditions. In 
science, modelling a system frequently 
amounts to handling an initial value 
prob lem. This is a well-known scientific 
approach. 

Thomas Kuhn openly acknowledged 
that metaphysics and values were an inte-
gral part of science and scientific change, 
because these were inherent to any usual 
paradigm.65 Metaphysics should not be 
looked upon with lack of respect, but as 
a necessary part of doing science. 
Furthermore, he acknowledged that we 
do not have a direct, neutral knowledge 
of reality, but that all of our perceptions 
are partly colored by our presuppositions, 
assumptions, and values, so that strong 
claims to objective knowledge needed to 
be treated with caution. While the inspi-
ration of work in ID and its ‘context of 
discovery’ may be religious, this needs not 
to be any bar to its counting as scientific 
in its successive ‘context of justification’. 
ID may have some theological inspiration 
and implications, but that does not sort it 
out as a theological enterprise. 

Some interpretations of ID 
There may be no single interpretation of 
ID that is generally valid to all times and 
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places. Such interpretation must be hand-
led in social and philosophic context. 
How we understand nature and rationa-
lity is in principle framework-dependent.  

Within the strict framework of metho-
dological naturalism, the interpretation is 
obliged to stay with the dialectics of chan-
ce and necessity, as Franklin Harold sta-
tes it in one of his books.66 In the same 
book, he also admits that there are no 
detailed Darwinian accounts for these 
biological systems, ‘only a variety of 
wishful speculations’. Others may denote 
this part of science as an enigma. 
However, within a theistic or Christian 
framework, we may answer the apologe-
tic question by saying that the Christian 
framework is clearly consistent with the 
observations at hand. It will be a very dif-
ficult task to argue that the only way to 
make sense of a certain observation is by 
appealing to the Christian framework, 
and it is a more manageable task to argue 
that certain scientific observations make 
better sense of the phenomenon within 
the Christian framework than without. 
One can make a cumulative case by com-
bining different observations and argu-

ments. However, natural theology is more 
than preaching to the converted as an 
internal confirmation of a Christian 
frame work. By showing how a Christian 
framework may improve an otherwise 
non-theistic understanding of natural 
phe nomena, one can argue that nature 
provides many open doors to a theistic 
framework. In this way, these arguments 
should challenge everyone, not only belie-
vers.67  

It is well inside the scope of Natural 
Theology (NT) to look at some aspect of 
the natural world and thereby draw 
conclusions about some reality that 
extends beyond the natural world. This 
approach is non-reductionist. Instead of 
seeing nature as built from the ground up 
of mindless elementary constituents that 
come together through equally mindless 
forces, a revitalized natural theology may 
argue that a top-down purposiveness is 
central to a proper understanding of the 
world. Contemporary natural theologi-
ans point to the very existence of the 
world, the laws by which the world ope-
rates, the capacity of the world to organi-
ze itself, the fine-tuning and intelligibility 
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Interpretations within the framework of Natural Theology are added in the 4th column. 



of the world, and the unreasonable effec-
tiveness of mathematics for comprehen-
ding the world as questions that nature 
raises but that also point beyond nature. 
The main results of our discussion is sum-
marized in Table 1.  

Alister McGrath qualifies NT in the 
following sense: Natural Theology is not 
about providing proof, it is about inter-
preting nature in light of the received 
Christian tradition. And when this inter-
pretation makes sense of how we experi-
ence the world, there can be said to be ‘a 
resonance’ between this Christian fram-
ework and what is observed which gives 
the framework credibility.68 

5. Conclusion 
Darwinism has raised some challenging 
consequences for theology, and in ques-
tioning Darwinism, ID likewise has some 
important consequences for theology. 
This is not to say that ID is a theological 
initiative, any more than Darwinism is a 
theological initiative. ID conceived as a 
the ory about the inherent limitations of 
natural causes to generate complexity, and 
the need for well-designed configuration 
in finely tuned initial conditions to over-
come those limitations, is a scientific 
theory. Darwinism, conceived as a theory 
about how biological complexity has 
emerged in the history of life, is similarly 
a scientific theory. The laws, constants, 
and primordial initial conditions of natu-
re present the flow of nature. These pure-
ly natural phenomena discovered in 
recent years show prospects of its being 
designed. Several cases of fine-tuned phy-
sics and biology are well-researched 
today and ready for the public arena.  

Natural theologies were in their day 
first-rate instruments to educate people 
about the nature around us. For the 
church, this apologetic task is more neces-

sary than ever before. Even though there 
is a huge difference between theological 
and scientific methodology, apologetic 
spokes persons should be willing to listen 
to scientists and be educated by them. 
There exists a common boundary betwe-
en ID and NT, and the two may be consi-
dered close and interactive neighbors. At 
the boundary, questions are raised by sci-
ence that cannot be answered by science 
alone. There are some obvious benefits to 
be gained from ID for contemporary the-
ology. If theology wants to interact with 
secular culture, it should seek a better alli-
ance with natural science. Here we have a 
position that places the burden of eviden-
ce on the shoulders of ID. The Christian 
philosopher William Lane Craig stated 
the fine-tuning argument in a 1998 deba-
te with then atheist philosopher Antony 
Flew69, and not long after this debate, 
Flew announced his conversion to a the-
istic worldview.70  

ID still needs to continue working on 
empirical criteria for identifying delibera-
tely constructed products of intelligence. 
These criteria are necessary to make the 
explanations scientifically and philoso -
phically legitimate. ID deserves attention 
in the scientific community as it competes 
with naturalistic macroevolution as a 
possible description for why things are 
the way they are. The basic notions 
behind ID is information-related. Within 
this setting, design promises to become an 
effective conceptual tool for investigating 
and understanding the natural world. 
The main motivation is to explore some 
fascinating possibilities for science and 
create room for new explorations. 

Biologists need richer conceptual 
resources than the physical sciences have 
been able to generate.71  Yet ID has more 
work to do to establish itself better as a 
sustainable scientific theory, and ultima-
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tely a Design Science. Thus far, many 
theo retical and foundational concerns 
have tended to predominate. This may 
reflect the earliness of the hour and the 
need to clear the grounds before a shift of 
paradigms can take place. ID is a young 
scientific research program that wants to 
demonstrate its merits in the scientific 
world. Science has opened up to investi-
gate several hypotheses about the nature 
of the physical and biological world that 
postulate design-like patterns at a funda-

mental level. The results are of course 
most reliably answered retrospectively. 

Nature is a mixed experience.72  It is 
not William Paley's happy world of eve-
rything in delicate balance and harmony. 
It is not the widely caricatured Darwinian 
world of struggle and survival of the fit-
test. Nature contains smart design and 
damaged design. Both science and theo -
logy need to come to terms with design as 
such and not dismiss it. 
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Christian apologetics should devote 
some attention to rebutting ‘alter-
native’ historical claims, whether 

those claims are contained in, for exam -
ple, The Book of Mormon1, or in the many 
books and television ‘documentaries’ that 
make claims about so-called ‘ancient ali-
ens’. Claims about ‘ancient aliens’ offer a 
counter-narrative to the biblical under-
standing of various historical and/or pre-
historical events and figures, including 
the origins of humanity, the biblical pro-
phets and the reality of the incarnation. 
These controverted subjects all feature 

within the apologetic fields of ‘natural 
theology’ or ‘ramified natural theology’ 
(see my paper on ‘Science and Natural 
Theology in Contemporary Apologetic 
Context’ earlier in this edition of 
Theofilos). 

Proponents of ‘ancient aliens’ see the 
contradiction between their alien related 
beliefs and Christianity as a reason to 
doubt Christianity and thus Christian 
ramified natural theology. A legitimate 
but lengthy response to this doubt would 
be to offer a sufficiently robust positive 
apologetic for Christianity. This paper 
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offers another legitimate, and more 
direct, response by critiquing the core ten -
ants of ‘ancient alien’ beliefs, principally 
on the basis of scientific evidence. 

At a methodological level, this paper 
can be viewed as a case study in addres-
sing anti-Christian claims in contempora-
ry popular culture by drawing upon data 
from culturally esteemed sources of evi-
dence that constitute common ground 
between Christians and non-Christians 
(in deed, to avoid any appearance of bias, 
I will quote principally from secular sour-
ces). Rather than engaging with the speci-
fics of the many different ‘ancient alien’ 
beliefs in contemporary culture, this 
paper focuses upon using evidence from 
multiple scientific fields (including phy-
sics, psychology, origin of life studies, 
astrobiology and the search for extra-ter-
restrial intelligence) to critique the key 
propositions that a) intelligent extra-ter-
restrials exist and that b) they have visited 
planet earth. 

Ancient Aliens in Contemporary 
Culture 
Narratives about alien visitors to Earth 
are given credence by the intellectually 
superficial bent of contemporary popular 
culture. As John A. Keel comments: 

The E.T. [Extra-Terrestrial] premise 
has been promoted by the movies 
and by the UFO buffs so tenacious-
ly the average person in the street 
now sort of accepts it, because they 
haven’t given much thought to it. 
They don’t realise how much of it is 
based upon wishful thinking and 
faulty logic. They have seen the 
movies or they have heard the UFO 
buffs on the radio or the TV and 
they say, ‘Well, that make sense, 
we’re being visited by aliens.’2 

Such beliefs combine a superficial respect 
for science per se with ignorance of the 

relevant scientific data. Historical claims 
about ancient aliens get packaged into 
entertainment driven TV ‘documentaries’ 
and shared as YouTube videos that spre-
ad through our social media environment 
like the common cold among H.G. Well’s 
ill-prepared Martian invaders.3 

Journalist Fiona Macdonald defines 
‘fake news’ as ‘news from dubious sour-
ces, advertising content, or stories that 
are just totally made up – but which still 
go viral on Facebook and Twitter.’4 As an 
example of ‘fake news’, consider a July 
2017 article from the website of well-
known British national newspaper The 
Sun:  
LITTLE GREEN AMEN. Does this pain-
ting prove ALIENS were present at the 
Crucifixion of Jesus? Probably not . . . 
but that’s what UFO watchers are clai-
ming. The painting appears to show 
‘crafts’ . . . but they might just represent 
guardian angels.5 
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Illustration: The Crucifixion of Christ fresco, 
by unknown artist, Svetit skho v eli Cathedral 
in Georgia.6



Whilst stating that ‘art historians who 
have studied the 11th century piece say 
the weird dome-shaped “crafts” [sic] 
represent guardian angels,’ the Sun article 
contrasts this opinion with that of the 
website TheAncientAliens.com as if they 
were on a par: ‘The unknown artist seems 
to be telling us that these flying saucers 
were present during the death of Jesus.’7 

According to the TheAncientAliens.com 
website, from which the Sun article is 
clear ly cribbed: 

Art historians explain these to be 
representational of angels watching 
the event. However, angels were 
depicted with wings, and halos in 
Byzantine art of this time, as were 
all divine entities. We can see in this 
same painting that Jesus, Mary and 
John have halos. Others speculate 
these represent the sun and the 
moon. However, the sun and moon 
as personas was not accepted by 
christianity [sic]. The two objects 
were not given identities or deity 
status by the church as was the 
prac tice in Sumerian, Egypt and 
China.8 

These comments reveal a startling igno-
rance of Christian theology and art (neit-
her of which would portray Mary, John 
or angels as ‘divine’). As a matter of fact, 
I haven’t been able to find any art histori-
an who thinks the objects in the Svetit -
 skhoveli Cathedral crucifixion fresco are 
meant to be angels. Moreover, that an 
artist personifies the sun and moon 
doesn’t entail attributing literal ‘personas’ 
to them, still less ‘deity status’! According 
to Nigel Watson, author of the UFO In -
ves tigations Manual: 

There are numerous examples of 
what to our modern eyes look like 
astronauts and spaceships in anci-
ent and religious artworks. What 
we have to understand that artists 

in the past did not adhere to literal 
representations of things and often 
used symbolism to tell a story to 
give greater meaning to the picture. 
In this crucifixion of Christ the 
UFOs are representations of light 
(life) and darkness (death). Many 
artists painted the Sun and Moon, 
faces or angels to present these 
symbolic elements. Basically, there 
are no aliens to see here.9 

As Italian art historian Diego Cuoghi 
reports: ‘most of the crucifixions done in 
the Byzantine style show the same 
“objects” on either side of the cross. They 
are the Sun and the Moon, often repre-
sented with a human face or figure.’10 

Cuoghi points out that those who consi-
der such symbolic elements as representa-
tions of alien spacecraft: 

assume that the artist, e.g. an 
Italian artist of the 15th century or 
an anonymous Byzantine painter, 
would actually be allowed to insert 
any non-canonical or un-codified 
element into a religious representa-
tion. On the contrary, in past times 
the commissioners (those who 
choose the subject and supervised 
the execution of the art work – in 
these cases the religious institu-
tions) would have never allowed 
the author to insert into a work of 
art anything other than what [they] 
previously decided, especially in 
case of religious subjects.11 

In short, this ‘ancient aliens’ story is fake 
news disguised with the form, but not the 
substance, of journalistic balance. Indeed, 
the superficially balanced opinions pre-
sented by the article appear to have both 
been drawn from one and the same unre-
liable source! 

A Brief History of Ancient Aliens and 
Modern Religion 
As theologian David Wilkinson observes: 
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‘The link between extraterrestrial intelli-
gence and a religious quest has had a sig-
nificant time in the last hundred years, 
with various new religious movements 
built on the mythology of aliens.’12 

Science fiction author L. Ron Hubbard 
(1911-1986) founded the Church of Scien -
tology in 1952, blending the ‘ancient ali-
ens’ hypothesis with his ‘Dianetics’ 
system of ‘auditing’: 

Auditing purports to identify spiri-
tual distress from a person’s current 
life and from past lives. Scien to lo -
gists believe each person is an im -
mortal being, a force that believers 
call a thetan. ‘You move up the 
bridge to freedom by working to -
ward being an “Operating The -
tan,” which at the highest level 
transcends material law,’ says 
David Bromley, a professor of reli-
gious studies at Virginia Common -
wealth University. ‘You occasionally 
come across people in Scien tology 
who say they can change the mate-
rial world with their mind.’ 
Bromley and other scholars say the 
church promotes the idea of an 
ancient intergalactic civilization in 
which millions of beings were 
destroyed and became what are 
known as ‘body thetans,’ which 
continue to latch onto humans and 
cause more trauma . . . ‘It’s part 
therapy, part religion, part UFO 
group,’ says Bromley.13 

In the mid 1950’s, George King claimed 
to have been contacted by an alien named 
Aetherius and founded The Aetherius 
Soci ety to promote the belief that Jesus 
was an alien. According to Mark Bennett, 
a contemporary member of The Aethe -
rius Society: 

it makes much more sense [to many 
people] to say that Jesus was an 
inter planetary being who came to 
Earth to help mankind, than to say 

that God created a one and only 
son, who was also himself at a ran-
dom point in history, who came to 
come to earth and forgive people 
their sins for some reason we don’t 
really know.14 

Alternatively (and accommodating the 
existence of two independent historical 
birth accounts for Jesus15), it might be 
suggested that aliens ‘implanted’ Jesus 
into Mary’s womb.16 

Swiss UFO religion leader ‘Billy’ 
Eduard Albert Meier, who began publish -
ing UFO photographs in the 1970’s: 

claims to be the seventh incarna-
tion of the ‘prophet’ connecting 
Earth to the Plejaren [aliens]. The 
first incarnation was Henoch 
around 11,000 years ago followed 
by Elijah around 2,800 years ago, 
then Isiah, Jeremiah, and [Jesus 
Christ] around 2,000 years ago, 
and then Mohammed around 
1,400 years ago.17 

The Raëlian religion, founded by Claude 
Vorlihon (a.k.a. Raël), claims humans 
were created 25,000 years ago by aliens 
using genetic engineering, and that gene-
tic engineering holds the key to eternal 
life. Vorlihon claims aliens visited him in 
1973 and commissioned him to prepare 
humans for the second coming of their 
extraterrestrial creators by teaching a 
message of sexual freedom and eternal 
life through science: 

According to Raël, all life on Earth 
was created by the Elohim, the 
same aliens who visited Vermillion. 
The Elohim have been appearing to 
humans for millennia, usually in 
the guise of angels or gods, passing 
on their message to humanity 
through human figures like Buddha 
and Jesus . . .18 

(Raëlianism illustrates the logical gap bet-
ween Intelligent Design Theory within 
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the biological realm and design-based 
argumentation within natural theology.19) 

In his 1970 book Chariots of the 
Gods?, Erich von Däniken20 followed the 
Reverend John Miller21 in misinterpreting 
a vision of the prophet Ezekiel as an 
encounter with alien machinery; an oft-
debunked theory that nevertheless conti-
nues to circulate.22 To someone lacking 
background knowledge of ancient Jewish 
literature, such an interpretation has a 
superficially ‘scientific’ appeal, as Chris -
tian philosopher William Lane Craig tes-
tifies: 

When I was in high school as a 
non-Christian young man I was 
really quite into UFOs and read a 
lot of the literature . . . I remember 
seeing one article in a popular sci-
ence magazine in which it claimed 
that Ezekiel’s vision was of extra-
terrestrial beings in [a] sort of 
hovercraft and wearing helmets 
and things of this sort that he 
described in his primitive way as 
having the face of an ox and the 
face of an eagle and things of that 
sort. To me as a young high school 
teenager at the time it seemed very 
convincing . . . But as you become 
a little more sophisticated and 
understand Jewish apocalyptic lite-
rature and symbolism I think it 
makes it highly, highly unlikely that 
this was what Ezekiel was seeing; 
that this was in fact a typical sort of 
Jewish apocalyptic vision that he 
described . . .23 

Recently, the popular TV series Ancient 
Aliens24 ‘purports to be an actual, inde-
pendent, serious documentary series 
exploring the ancient astronaut theory 
[and] pays lip service to being “scienti-
fic”.’25 In reality, Ancient Aliens offers up 
a mixture of ‘claims unsupported by evi-
dence, leading questions [and] random 
facts marshalled with circular logic into 

self-referential “theories”.’26 Science wri-
ter Andrew May explains that Ancient 
Aliens connects the idea of aliens ‘to a 
whole range of myths, legends, structures 
and artefacts that already have perfectly 
adequate explanations in terms of the cul-
tures they originated in . . .’27 As Vernon 
Macdonald observes: ‘Every Ancient 
Aliens episode, whether dealing with 
ancient civilizations, artifacts or legends 
is always made up of some noxious com-
bination of willful deception, wild specu-
lation, and at times just plain stupidity.’28 

Popular Belief in Extra-Terrestrial 
Intelligences 
The impulse to re-interpret religion by 
invoking extra-terrestrial intelligences 
(ETI’s) gains a superficial legitimacy from 
the fact that speculation about alien life 
(including intelligent aliens) is a scientifi-
cally respectable past-time known as 
astro biology. Since the early 1960’s, astro -
biology has included the empirical rese-
arch of the Search for Extra-Terrestrial 
Intelligence (SETI).29 

Many people agree with atheist 
Richard Dawkins that ‘there probably is 
intelligent life elsewhere in the Uni -
verse.’30 A 2017 survey conducted in 24 
countries showed that 47 percent of 
26,000 respondents believed: 

in the existence of intelligent alien 
civilizations in the universe . . . 
Russians were the biggest believers 
— with whopping 68 percent say-
ing they think intelligent alien life 
exists, trailed closely by Mexicans 
and Chinese respondents. The 
Nether lands ranked as the most 
skeptical of life beyond Earth, with 
only 28 percent of Dutch survey-
takers entertaining in the possibili-
ty, according to the findings.31  

According to recent polling: 
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More than one in two people in the 
UK, Germany and the US believe 
there is intelligent life out there in 
the universe. The next time the sub-
ject comes up at the dinner table 
and you hear sniggers when some -
one admits they believe in aliens, it 
is worth remembering that it is not 
a fringe belief to think there is intel-
ligent life out there – it is the main-
stream viewpoint across the wes-
tern world.32 

In 2017, a survey of 1700 Americans 
reported that 47% of those surveyed said 
they believe in aliens, while 39% said 
they believe aliens have visited Earth befo-
re and 18% said they believed in alien 
abduction.33 According to a 2018 Cam -
bridge University study, 8% of UK adults 
believe the government has covered up 
contact with aliens.34 

Given this cultural background, even if 
they don’t believe the sort of ‘aliens expla-
in away the supposedly supernatural ele-
ments of the Bible’ theories advanced by 
the likes of von Däniken, many will think 
that since alien conspiracy theories have 
at least one foot in ‘scientific reality’, they 
are at least no less plausible than traditio-
nal, supernatural explanations of the 
same data. This viewpoint is expressed by 
journalist David Clarke: 

If someone visits a church or mos-
que to worship we tend to treat 
their faith with respect. But if they 
visit a hilltop to charge a prayer 
battery on the orders of Master 
Artherius we write them off as 
‘crackpot’ or ‘UFO nut’. I could not 
see why the beliefs of those who 
claim that flying saucers bring mes-
sages from the gods should be 
regarded as any less genuinely held, 
or unbelievable, than the tenets of 
any other religion.35 

Christian apologists shouldn’t argue that 

the Artherians’ beliefs are less ‘genuinely 
held’ than are Christian beliefs, but they 
should argue that they are more ‘unbelie-
vable’ than Christian beliefs. 

An instructive example of the need for 
Christian apologetics to engage with this 
issue comes from a question posed by an 
audience member after a talk on the resur -
 rection by William Lane Craig: 

I do find . . . the hypothesis that 
Jesus Christ was taken up into hea-
ven by aliens to be as plausible as 
the resurrection. You know, I think 
one of them is absurd, but so’s the 
other one, so what makes one more 
plausible than the other?36 

As Craig replied, in contrast to the resur-
rection hypothesis37, the ancient alien 
hypothesis is: 

ad hoc and . . . implausible . . . In 
fact . . . given the religio-historical 
context of Jesus’ life and teachings, 
the hypothesis that the God of 
Israel raised Jesus from the dead 
fits like a hand in a glove, whereas 
the alien abduction hypothesis is . . 
. completely ad hoc and out of left 
field and doesn’t do anything to 
illuminate the religio-historical 
context. And I think this is especial-
ly true if, as I say, you have inde-
pendent reasons to believe in the 
existence of God . . . so that we’ve 
already got the existence of a super-
natural being in place when we 
come to the evidence for the resur-
rection. [That] would be analogous 
[to,] if before we came to the evi-
dence for the resurrection, you 
already had good evidence that 
there are these extra-terrestrial ali-
ens who’ve come to earth . . . That 
would make [the alien hypothesis] 
more plausible, if there were some 
evidence for that, but there just 
isn’t; so I think the God hypothesis 
is much more plausible than that.38 
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The Drake Equation 
Speaking scientifically, the existence of 
extra-terrestrial life of any kind remains 
an open question;39 let alone the existence 
of intelligent alien life with the motive, 
means and opportunity to participate in a 
religious conspiracy on planet Earth! 
Contrary to popular opinion, ‘Of the 
search for intelligent life in particular, 
many scientists are skeptical.’40. 

The so-called ‘Drake Equation’, devi-
sed by American astronomer and astro -
physicist Frank Drake, which is a ‘formu-
la designed to provide a rough numerical 
estimate of an unknown quantity’41, sug-
gests that the number of detectable alien 
civilizations (N) can be estimated by multi -
plying: 
· the rate of formation of stars suitable 

for life (R*) 

· the fraction of those with planets (fp) 

· the number of those planets that are 
suitable for life (ne) 

· the fraction of these planets where life 
actually evolves (fl) 

· the fraction of these on which intelli-
gent life evolves (fi) 

· the fraction of these that develop civi-
lizations that produce detectable signs 
of their existence (fc) 

· the length of time in which such civili-
zations will produce detectable signs 
of their existence (L) 

  
That is: 
· N = R* x fp x ne x fl x fi x fc x L 
 
According to Andrew May: ‘The first fac-
tor in the Drake equation . . . is the only 
one that’s reasonably well established . . . 

The other factors are subject to debate . . 
.’42 Hence the value of N derived from 
this equation tends to owe more to the 
philosophical assumptions underlying the 
values assigned to its component parts 
than to scientific evidence. For materia -
lists, the value of N principally hinges 
upon whether or not the evolution of sen-
tient life by purely natural processes is a 
likely occurrence (i.e. upon the value of  
fl x fi), for even many naturalists argue 
that (barring intelligent intervention of 
some kind) both the origin and subse-
quent macro-evolution of life (whether 
on Earth or elsewhere) are ‘non-trivial’ 
contingencies that cannot be taken for 
granted.43 

The pre-conditions for eukaryotic 
plant and animal life aren’t as simple as 
the ‘star plus rock plus water’ formula 
popularized by media reports about the 
discovery of extra-solar planets! Accord -
ing to astrobiologist Lewis Dartnell: 
‘complex animal life . . . may only be pos-
sible around Sun-like stars, on very Earth-
like planets with plate tectonics, oceans of 
water, continental land, a thick oxygen-
rich atmosphere and large moon.’44 
Currently, despite the discovery of ‘more 
than 4,000 exoplanets’,45 no such planet 
is known besides our own. Peter Schen -
kel’s observation continues to hold true: 
‘none of the detected planets around 
other starts comes close to having condi-
tions apt . . . for the development of even 
the most primitive forms of life, not to 
speak of more complex species.’46 

As Harvard biologist Itai Yanai ad mits: 
‘it is fair to say that all origins of life 
models suffer from astoundingly low pro-
babilities of actually occurring.’47 Atheist 
philosopher Thomas Nagel takes Richard 
Dawkins to task over the origin of life: 

 



Dawkins . . . says that there are . . . 
a billion billion planets in the uni-
verse with life-friendly physical and 
chemical environments like ours. So 
all we have to suppose [to account 
for the origin of life on Earth] is 
that the probability of something 
like DNA forming . . . is not much 
less than one in a billion billion . . . 
[However] no one has a theory that 
would support anything remotely 
near such a high probability . . . at 
this point the origin of life remains, 
in light of what is known about the 
huge size, the extreme specificity, 
and the exquisite functional preci-
sion of the genetic material, a mys-
tery . . .48 

Eugene V. Koonin (Senior Investigator at 
the National Center for Biotechnology 
Information in Bethesda, USA) calculates 
that: ‘in a finite universe . . . the emergence 
of a coupled replication-translation 
system is unlikely to the extent of being, 
effectively, impossible.’49 (To avoid the 
implication of design, Koonin turns to the 
ad hoc and un-parsimonious hypothesis 
of a multiverse.50) Likewise, cosmologist 
and astrobiologist Paul Davies concludes: 

we are probably the only intelligent 
beings in the observable universe, 
and I would not be very surprised if 
the solar system contains the only 
life in the observable universe. I 
arrive at this dismal conclusion 
because I see so many contingent 
features involved in the origin and 
evolution of life . . .51 

According to a 2018 analysis by physi-
cists Anders Sandberg, Eric Drexler and 
Toby Ord, of the Future of Humanity 
Institute at Oxford University: 

existing calculations for the proba-
bility of extra-terrestrial intelligent 
life . . . rest on uncertainties and 
assumptions that lead to outcomes 
containing margins for error span-

ning ‘multiple orders of magnitu-
de’. Constraining these, as much as 
possible, by factoring in models of 
plausible chemical and genetic 
mechanisms, results, they conclude, 
in the finding ‘that there is a sub-
stantial probability that we are 
alone’.52 

The co-authors highlight: 
critical questions regarding the 
emergence of life from non-living 
material – a process known as abio-
genesis – and the subsequent likeli-
hoods of early RNA-like life evol-
ving into more adaptive DNA-like 
life. Then there is the essential mat-
ter of that primitive DNA-like life 
undergoing the sort of evolutionary 
symbiotic development that occur-
red on Earth, when a relationship 
between two different types of 
simple organisms resulted in the 
complex ‘eukaryotic’ cells that 
constitute every species on the pla-
net more complicated than bacte-
ria.53 

They conclude: ‘When we take account of 
realistic uncertainty, replacing point esti-
mates [in the Drake Equation] by proba-
bility distributions that reflect current sci-
entific understanding, we find no reason 
to be highly confident that the galaxy (or 
observable universe) contains other civili-
zations.’54 

Preconditions of Science 
It’s one thing for intelligent aliens to exist, 
another for them to develop sophisticated 
technology. As botanist William C. Bur -
ger observes: ‘Whether here on planet 
Earth or elsewhere in the universe, the 
assumption that since science happened 
once, science ought to happen often is 
wishful thinking.’55 As biologist Michael 
Denton explains 

the march of technological advance 
from the Stone Age . . . was only 
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possible because of what would 
appear to be an outrageously for-
tuitous set of environmental condi-
tions, without which, despite our 
genius . . . no advance beyond the 
most primitive stone tools would 
have been possible.56  

According to Denton: 
There is . . . every justification for 
viewing our planetary home with 
its oxygen-containing atmosphere, 
large land masses covered in trees, 
with its readily available and well 
scattered metal-bearing rocks as an 
ideal and perhaps unique environ-
ment for the use of fire and the 
development of metallurgy and 
ultimately the emergence of a tech-
nologically advanced complex 
society . . .57 

Second, consider the fact that ‘The scien-
tific perspective flowered in Europe as an 
outworking of medieval biblical theo -
logy.’58 As Paul Davies comments: 

It was from the intellectual ferment 
brought about by the merging of 
Greek philosophy and Judeo-Isla -
mic-Christian thought that modern 
science emerged, with its unidirec-
tional linear time, its insistence on 
nature’s rationality, and its empha-
sis on mathematical principles . . . 
[Today] even the most atheistic sci-
entist accepts as an act of faith that 
the universe is not absurd, that 
there is a rational basis to physical 
existence manifested as a lawlike 
order in nature that is at least in 
part comprehensible to us.59 

Historian of science James Hannam con-
firms that ‘the metaphysical background 
to Christianity turned out to be uniquely 
conducive to successfully understanding 
the working of nature . . . Christianity 
was a necessary, if not sufficient, cause of 
the flowering of modern science.’60 

Furthermore, it was Christian belief in 

the incarnation that elevated ‘the dignity 
of matter and of manual work . . . 
Modern science was possible only when 
investigators became willing to dirty their 
hands in workshops and laboratories, 
and only when they began to see all mate-
rial things, which have been created by 
God, as good in themselves.’61 In sum: 

The origin of modern science and 
technology depend on a precise con -
figuration of economic, cultural, 
philosophical, and theological pre -
cursors, and an unusually long-las-
ting and stable warm climate. 
Technology requires dexterity and 
a level of capacity to communicate 
that, of millions of known species 
of life, only humans possess. It also 
requires access to an oxygen-rich 
atmosphere, dry land, and concen -
trated ores. The laws of physics did 
not uniquely determine any of 
these. Until these factors came 
together, no civilization developed 
technology advanced enough to 
harness radio communication. And 
even on Earth, this has happened 
only once. What justification do we 
have for assuming that it’s an inevi-
table result of life, even intelligent 
life, everywhere?62 

Hence, as astrophysicist John Gribbin 
concludes: ‘the kind of intelligent, techno-
logical civilization that has emerged on 
Earth may be unique, at least in our 
Milky Way Galaxy.’63 It would certainly 
seem that the burden of proof is on the 
ancient alien theorist. 

Close Encounters? 
Reports about alien space-craft, visita-
tions and abductions (whether ancient or 
modern) fail to meet that burden of 
proof. As Stephen Hawking comments: ‘I 
discount suggestions that UFOs contain 
beings from outer space, as I think that 
any visits by aliens would be much more 



obvious – and probably also much more 
unpleasant.’64 Such UFO reports as we 
have are generally susceptible to munda-
ne explanations.65 Upon investigation, 
the vast majority of Unidentified Flying 
Objects (UFOs) become Identified Flying 
Objects of a non-alien nature. That some 
UFOs remain unidentified is, like the exis -
tence of unsolved crimes, hardly support -
ive of the hypothesis that ETI’s exist. 

Physicist Stephen Webb notes that ‘the 
percentage of “inexplicable” UFOs does 
not vary much within the overall number 
of sightings . . . whether it is a busy year 
or a quiet year for UFO sightings, the 
IFO/UFO ratio is about the same’66, 
which, he argues, is ‘not at all what one 
would expect if the “inexplicable” UFO 
sightings represent alien craft.’67 On the 
basis of this data, Robert Sheaffer conclu-
des: ‘the apparently unexplainable resi-
due is due to the essentially random natu-
re of gross misperception and misrepor-
ting.’68 

Astronomer Seth Shostak notes: 
Our technology for documenting 
alien spacecraft . . . is substantially 
better than even a few decades ago 
. . . fabulous cameras are in the 
hands of nearly two billion smart -
phone users world-wide. And yet 
the UFO photos are as blurry and 
muddy as ever. You’d think at least 
a few people could make snaps that 
aren’t ambiguous or hoaxed. And I 
haven’t mentioned the surveillance 
provided by the 1,100 active satel-
lites in orbit above our heads.69 

In the judgement of psychologist Susan A. 
Clancy: 

alien-abduction memories are best 
understood as resulting from a 
blend of fantasy-proneness, memo-
ry distortion, culturally available 
scripts, sleep hallucinations, and 
scien tific illiteracy, aided and abet-

ted by the suggestions and reinfor-
cement of hypnotherapy.70 

The hypothesis that alien abduction expe-
riences are delusional is supported by 
several recorded cases in which people 
have reported ‘full-blown abduction 
experiences whilst other witnesses could 
see that the individual in question had not 
physically gone anywhere. Instead, they 
appear to have either lost consciousness 
or to be in a trance state’.71 

In sum: ‘The field of UFOlogy has fail -
ed to produce one concrete example of an 
alien visitation . . . the burden of proof 
remains squarely on the UFOlogists.’72 

An Accumulating Evidence of Absent 
Aliens 
As far as we know, the only body in space 
to host life, or to have hosted life, is  
planet earth. As Andrew May observes: 
‘despite the thousands of exoplanets 
we’ve discovered over the last couple of 
decades, we’ve yet to find conclusive evi-
dence of life on any of them.’73 

Mars may have been a habitable world 
with a global ocean for several billion 
years up until around four billion years 
ago;74 but even supposing it were to be 
discovered that (most plausibly, micro -
bial) life once existed (or even that life 
currently exists) on Mars,75 it may well 
have originated on Earth and have been 
transferred there on rocks from impact 
events, or vice versa, in which case it 
wouldn’t be truly alien life.76 

In the summer of 2020 a well-publici-
zed paper in Nature Astronomy reported 
the claimed detection of phosphine gas in 
the atmosphere of Venus, gas that may be 
a biosignature (that is, an indicator of 
life). On the one hand, phosphine gas 
isn’t a clear biosignature: ‘Since the 
1980s, scientists have theorised that 
phosphine is created by microbes in oxy-
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gen-free environments, like sewage slud-
ge, but it is not a widely-accepted signa-
ture of life.’77 According to Paul Byrne, 
Associate Professor of Planetary Science 
at North Carolina State University: ‘If 
phosphine is confirmed beyond doubt to 
be present at Venus, it’s very unlikely to 
be biotic in origin.’78 On the other hand, 
subsequent analysis cast serious doubt on 
the claim that phosphine had been detec-
ted in the first place, at least at any signi-
ficant level.79 

Paul Davies notes that ‘we can be pret-
ty sure that there are zero prospects for 
intelligent life arising on any other planet 
in the solar system.’80 Since the early 
1960’s, scientists have been searching for 
intelligent extraterrestrials beyond our 
solar system. Over a half century of this 
‘search for extra-terrestrial intelligence’ 
(SETI) – ‘mainly in the radio, but occasio-
nally in the infrared and increasingly in 
the visible’81 – has thus far produced a 
null result, despite rapid technological 
improvements in the field.82 Historian of 
science George Basalla reports that ‘Many 
SETI supporters expected extraterrestrial 
contact well before the coming of the mil-
lennium.’83 Consequently, as Stephen 
Webb observes: ‘the continuing silence, 
despite intensive searches, is beginning to 
worry even some of the most enthusiastic 
proponents of SETI.’84 

Philosopher David Lamb argues: 
Generous estimates of the number 
of planets with intelligent commu-
nicative life suffered a serious set-
back in 1992 following the comple-
tion of a radio search conducted by 
D.G. Blair . . . The search covered 
the neighbourhoods of 176 stars . . 
. within forty light years of the 
Earth. No signal was detected. The 
negative results weaken [the] 
assumption that technological 
intel ligence will inevitably emerge 

through enough time on an Earth-
sized planet near a Sun-like star.85 

Likewise, writing in a 2006 Skeptical 
Inquirer article, Peter Schenkel observed: 
 

Since project OSMA I in 1959 by 
Frank Drake, about a hundred 
radio-magnetic and other searches 
were conducted in the U.S. and in 
other countries and a considerable 
part of our sky was scanned tho-
roughly and repeatedly, but it 
remained disappointingly silent . . . 
If a hundred searches were unsuc-
cessful, it is fair to deduce that esti-
mates of a million or many thou-
sands ETI are unsustainable propo-
sitions.86 

Of particular note: ‘Between 1995 and 
2004, Project Phoenix used radio telesco-
pes to look at hundreds of Sun-like stars 
within a couple of hundred light years of 
Earth without detecting any sign of alien 
civilization.’87 Schenkel concludes that: 
‘Earth may be more special, and intelli-
gence much rarer, than previously 
thought.’88 

More recent SETI projects, especially 
since the launch of the Kepler space tele -
 scope, have had the advantage of being 
guided by hard data about extra-solar 
planets. 

Philosopher David R. Koepsell notes 
that there are about 500 [sun-like ‘G’ 
class] stars within a one-hundred light-
year radius of us: ‘and so far, listening to 
them, we have heard nothing, although 
we have observed nearly 100 planets in 
that vici nity.’89 

A recent targeted search of ‘86 Kepler 
Objects of Interest . . . hosting [164] pla-
net candidates judged to be most ame-
nable to the presence of Earth-like life’90 
looked for narrow band radio emissions 
but found ‘No signals of extraterrestrial 



origin . . . no evidence of advanced tech-
nology indicative of intelligent life’,91 thus 
‘placing limits on the presence of intelli-
gent life in the galaxy . . .’92 

In 2018 a paper by Jean-Luc Margot et 
al detailed the results of ‘A Search for 
Technosignatures from 14 Planetary Sys -
tems in the Kepler Field with the Green 
Bank Telescope at 1.15–1.73 GHz.’93 
Focusing on 14 planetary systems, 
858,748 candidate narrowband radio sig-
nals were analysed from within c. 420 
and c. 13000 light-years of Earth, produ-
cing a short-list of 19 candidate signals. 
However, ‘All of these candidates were 
observed in more than one direction on 
the sky, thereby ruling them out as extra-
terrestrial signals.’94 

In 2019, The Berkeley SETI Research 
Center ‘Breakthrough Listen’ project 
‘completed a comprehensive scan of 1,372 

nearby stars, but no evidence of aliens 
was detected over the course of the three-
year survey.’95 This search ‘involved an ana -
lysis of 1,372 stars out of a total sample 
pool of 1,702 stars, none of which are 
farther than 160 light-years away. The 
survey included a wider variety of star 
types than usual, including stars that 
aren’t similar to our Sun.’96 Study co-
auth or Andrew Siemion commented that: 
‘These results will . . . lead us toward 
furth er analysis that will place yet more 
stringent limits on the distribution of 
technologically capable life in the univer-
se. . .’97 

In 2020, a paper Dr Chenoa Tremblay 
and Professor Steven Tingay, of the 
International Centre for Radio Astro no -
my Research, published in the Publi ca -
tions of the Astronomical Society of 
Australia, detailed how they ‘used the 
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Murchison Widefield Array (MWA) tele -
scope to explore hundreds of times more 
broadly than any previous search for 
extraterrestrial life.’98 This ‘groundbrea-
king survey of over 10 million star 
systems’99 observed the sky around the 
constellation of Vela (‘a region of space 
known to contain at least six exopla-
nets’100), ‘looking more than 100 times 
broader and deeper than ever before.’101 
The researchers reported that: ‘With this 
dataset we found no technosignatures - 
no sign of intelligent life.’102 

In recent decades, several extensive 
searches for alien optical emissions have 
been conducted: 
· In December 2000, a Harvard-Smith -

sonian SETI project reported that 
almost 20,000 observations of nearly 
5,000 sun-like stars had ‘found no evi-
dence for pulsed optical beacons from 
extraterrestrial civilizations.’103 

· In a 2015 paper, University of Cali for -
nia Berkeley astronomers Nathaniel K. 
Tellis and Geoffrey Marcy ‘present a 
search for laser emission coming from 
point sources in the vicinity of 2796 
stars, including 1368 Kepler Objects 
of Interest (KOIs) that host one or 
more exoplanets’ and note: ‘We did 
not find any such laser emission 
coming from any of the 2796 target 
stars.’104 

· In a 2017 paper, Tellis and Marcy re -
port being unable to detect any optical 
signatures from advanced civilizations 
in over 67,000 individual spectra pro-
duced within the planetary regions of 
5,600 stars in the Milky Way: 

We searched high resolution 
spectra of 5600 nearby stars for 
emission lines that are both incon-
sistent with a natural origin and 

unresolved spatially, as would be 
expected from extraterrestrial opti-
cal lasers . . . We found no such 
laser emission coming from the pla-
netary region around any of the 
5600 stars. As they contain roughly 
2000 lukewarm, Earth-size planets, 
we rule out models of the Milky 
Way in which over 0.1% of warm, 
Earth-size planets harbor technolo-
gical civilizations that, intentionally 
or not, are beaming optical lasers 
toward us.105 

Astronomers have also searched at the 
galactic level for the energetic signatures 
of any civilizations using much of a 
galaxy’s starlight to satisfy their power 
requirements: 
· In 1999 the Journal of the British 

Inter  planetary Society reported the 
results of one such search, noting: ‘For 
a sample of 137 galaxies, no such out-
liers are found.’106 

· In 2015 a Swedish study of 1359 spi-
ral galaxies detected no signs of galac-
tic scale civilization.107 

· Also in 2015, another research group 
published the results of their extensive 
search for ‘the thermodynamic conse-
quences of galactic-scale coloniza-
tion.’108 According to Scientific Ame ri -
can: ‘After examining some 100,000 
nearby large galaxies a team of resear-
chers lead by The Pennsylvania State 
University astronomer Jason Wright 
has concluded that none of them con-
tain any obvious signs of highly ad -
 van ced technological civilizations.’109 

This evidence isn’t evidence for the 
cosmic absence of technologically advan-
ced alien life per se (the observable uni-
verse is a very big place to search); but it 
does disconfirm the hypothesis that tech-
nologically advanced alien civilizations 
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abound in or around our slice of space 
and time,110 a conclusion that in turn dis-
confirms historical theories involving 
extraterrestrial visitors. 

The Fermi Paradox 
The non-existence of technologically 
advanced ETI’s is the simplest answer to 
‘the Fermi paradox – the contradiction 
between the apparent absence of aliens, 
and the common expectation that we 
should see evidence of their existence.’111 
William Borucki, principal investigator of 
NASA’s planet-hunting Kepler mission 
comments: ‘We have . . . no visits, no 
communications we’ve picked up . . . the 
evidence says, no one’s out there.’112 
Observing that ‘we’ve seen no convincing 
evidence of other civilizations among the 
stars in our skies’, astrobiologist Lewis 
Dartnell concludes that technologically 
sophisticated intelligent life ‘may well be 
vanishingly rare in the Galaxy.’113 Andrew 
Norton, Professor of Astrophysics at the 
Open University concurs that ‘intelligent, 
communicating life may well be extreme-
ly rare  . . .’114 David Wilkinson concludes: 

The Fermi paradox seems to indi-
cate that the Galaxy is not teeming 
with alien civilizations . . . we are 
either currently alone as an intelli-
gent civilization in our Galaxy or  
. . . civilizations are relatively few 
and quite late developers in the his-
tory of the Milky Way. This would 
receive support from those biolo-
gists who stress the unlikely evolu-
tion of intelligent life on other 
worlds.115 

Space is Very Big 
To quote Andrew May: ‘As far as we 
know, the universe isn’t literally “infini-
te”, but it’s very big.’116 Even if technolo-
gically sophisticated ETI’s exist, they pro-
bably lack the means of visiting us. 

Richard Dawkins reckons that intelligent 
life ‘is probably extremely rare and isola-
ted on far-flung islands of life, like a celes-
tial Polynesia’ and consequently conclu-
des that ‘Visitations to one island by 
another are hugely more likely to be in 
the form of radio waves than visitations 
by corporeal beings.’117 Indeed, our clo-
sest extra-solar star (Proxima Centauri118) 
is 4.22 light years away!119 

Dartnell comments that ‘The laws of 
physics . . . strongly constrain movement 
across the vast gulfs between stars.’120 

Although atheist physicist Lawrence M. 
Krauss finds it ‘hard to believe that we 
are alone’121, he calculates that ‘Energy 
expenditures beyond our current wildest 
dreams would be needed’122 to facilitate 
interstellar travel and so concludes that 
‘we probably don’t have to worry too 
much about being abducted by aliens.’123 

What about interstellar travel using a 
so-called ‘warp’ drive (which hypotheti-
cally circumvents the light-speed limit by 
‘warping’ space)? Krauss argues that the 
energetic requirements for such a drive 
are prohibitive: 

The gravitational field near the sur-
face of the Sun is miniscule in terms 
of the kind of gravitational effects 
required to perturb space-time [in 
the way required by a warp drive]. 
. . One way to estimate how much 
energy would have to be generated 
is to imagine producing a black hole 
of the size of the [fictional Star Trek 
ship] Enterprise – since certainly a 
black hole of this size would produce 
a gravitational field that could sig-
nificantly bend any light beam that 
travelled near it . . . it would take 
more than the total energy produ-
ced by the Sun during its entire life-
time to generate such a black hole.124 

What about interstellar travel via a so-
called ‘wormhole’? In 2016 Ping Gao and 
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Daniel Jafferis of Harvard University and 
Aron Wall of Stanford University descri-
bed how ‘a new species of traversable 
wormhole’125 could theoretically result 
from the quantum coupling of two black 
holes linked by Hawking radiation, such 
that ‘something tossed into one will shim-
my along the wormhole and, following 
certain events in the outside universe, exit 
the second [albeit as Hawking radia-
tion!].’126 Whilst the authors note that 
quantum coupling ‘allows information to 
be recovered from black holes’, they also 
note it means that ‘the wormhole doesn’t 
offer any superluminal boost . . .’127. 
Professor Robert Matthews comments: 

calculations based on the wormho-
le types studied so far suggest that 
using them would actually be slo-
wer than simply travelling directly 
through space . . . The laws of 
nature seem to insist that wormho-
les can either perform amazing 
feats but collapse in an instant, or 
be traversable but useless.128 

Krauss cautions: ‘My understanding of 
wormholes is that we have no idea how 
to make them stable and traversable 
with out exotic unknown forms of energy, 
so any discussion of traversable wormho-
les as realistic travel devices is highly 
speculative at best.’129  

Nobel Prize winning theoretical physi-
cist Kip Thorne muses that ‘If a wormho-
le can be held open, the precise details of 
how remain a mystery’,130 and states: ‘I 
doubt the laws of physics permit traver-
sable wormholes . . .’131 He concludes: 
‘there are very strong indications that 
wormholes that a human could travel 
through are forbidden by the laws of phy-
sics . . .’132 

Wormholes remain purely ‘hypotheti-
cal constructs’.133 According to Dr Eric 
Christian and Dr Louis Barbier: 

Wormholes are allowed to exist in 
the math of ‘General Relativity’ . . . 
[So, if] general relativity is correct, 
there may be wormholes. But no 
one has any idea how they would 
be created, and there is no evidence 
for anything like a wormhole in the 
observed Universe.134 

Krauss concludes: ‘physics cannot give us 
what we need to roam the galaxy.’135 
Once again, a substantial burden of proof 
falls upon anyone claiming aliens have 
visited Earth. 

Space is Very Dangerous 
Colliding with even very small objects 
can be hazardous in space, and this pro-
blem gets worse the faster one goes. At 
twenty percent of light-speed ‘even indi-
vidual atoms can damage the vehicle, and 
a collision with a bit of dust could be 
catastrophic.’136 

Exposure to cosmic radiation increases 
the risk of fatal health problems in 
humans, and would plausibly be detri-
mental to any space-faring organic life-
form: 

A recent study of the 24 astronauts 
who left Earth’s low orbit on 
Nasa’s Apollo missions in the 60s 
and 70s showed that they were five 
times more likely to die of heart 
disease than the astronauts who 
didn’t enter deep space – a result 
scientists think may have been cau-
sed by excessive radiation exposu-
re. Astronauts on missions at the 
[International Space Station] are 
shielded from too much radiation 
by Earth’s atmosphere and magne-
tic field. But on a trip to Mars, 
humans would be exposed to radia-
tion from the sun and from high-
energy particles called galactic 
cosmic rays, which degrade DNA 
and drastically increase cancer 
risk.137 
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The further one travels, the worse this 
problem becomes, as one’s exposure 
increases; and while increasing one’s 
speed may reduce the temporal length of 
one’s exposure to these health risks, it 
creates its own set of catastrophic pro-
blems: 

as spaceship velocities approach 
the speed of light, interstellar hyd-
rogen H . . . turns into intense 
radiation that would quickly kill 
passengers and destroy electronic 
instrumentation. In addition, the 
energy loss of ionizing radiation 
passing through the ship’s hull 
represents an increasing heat load 
that necessitates large expenditures 
of energy to cool the ship. Stopping 
or diverting this flux, either with 
material or electromagnetic shields, 
is a daunting problem. Going slow 
to avoid severe H irradiation sets 
an upper speed limit of v ~ 0.5 c. 
This velocity . . . would not sub-
stantially assist galaxy-scale voya-
ges. Diffuse interstellar H atoms 
are the ultimate cosmic space mines 
and represent a formidable obstacle 
to interstellar travel.138 

In short: ‘there’s a natural speed limit 
imposed by safe levels of radiation due to 
hydrogen, which means [biological 
beings] couldn’t travel faster than half the 
speed of light unless they were willing to 
die almost immediately.’139 Of course, ali-
ens might avoid the physiological (and 
psychological) problems of space travel140 
by sending robots in their stead. How -
ever, that wouldn’t negate the threat 
radiation poses for electronics, or the heat 
load it creates. 

Directed Panspermia? 
To explain the existence of life on Earth, 
some scientists invoke the hypothesis of 
‘panspermia’, the idea that ‘life didn’t 
begin on Earth, but elsewhere in the uni-

verse, and that it [or some ingredients the-
reof] was carried here on meteoroids and 
other space bodies.’141 However, the 
furth er this organic material is supposed 
to travel, the less likely it is to make or 
survive the journey.142 These problems 
are mitigated somewhat by the theory of 
‘directed panspermia’, first proposed by 
Nobel laureate Francis Crick and origin-
of-life researcher Leslie Orgel in an article 
published in Icarus (volume 19, 1973, 
341-346).143 Crick expanded upon the 
hypothesis in his book Life Itself (Simon 
& Schuster, 1981), suggesting that an 
advanced alien species sent one or more 
spacecraft to Earth with the intent of pep-
pering it with the necessary life forms (or 
components of life) to generate a zoo of 
diverse species. However, even leaving 
aside the difficulties associated with 
transporting organic material through 
interstellar space, the hypothesis of ‘direc-
ted panspermia’ merely displaces the pro-
blem of abiogenesis without solving it.144 

Ad Hoc Aliens with Complex Schemes 
using Unlikely Hypothetical 
Technology? 
Even if technologically sophisticated ali-
ens existed in our cosmic neighborhood, 
and had the means to visit Earth, it’s far 
from certain that they would do so. As 
Dartnell observes: ‘humanity has only 
been detectably civilised [that is, broad-
casting radio waves] for about a century  
. . .’145 Andrew May notes that if aliens 
were simply looking for natural resour-
ces, they’d ‘probably find it more cost-
effective to pillage other parts of the Solar 
System instead. Rare elements would be 
far easier to extract from small asteroids 
than from the Earth, while water – if 
that’s what they’re after – is far more plen -
tiful, in the form of ice, in the outer Solar 
System than it is on our own planet.’146 
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But suppose, for the sake of argument, 
that ETI’s visited first century Israel. 
Might they have used hypothetical tech-
nology to fake Jesus’ ‘resurrection’ and 
other miracles (and if so, why)? Might a 
‘matter transporter’ a la Star Trek have 
been used to remove Jesus’ corpse from 
the tomb so he could be brought back to 
life somehow (using ‘science’) before 
being ‘beamed’ into the upper room to 
surprise the disciples? This hypothesis is 
not only ad hoc and complex but, given 
the scientific problems facing such hypo -
thetical technology, highly unlikely. 
Krauss explains: 

building a transporter would requi-
re us to heat up matter to a tempe-
rature a million times the tempera-
ture at the centre of the Sun, 
expend more energy in a single 
machine than all of humanity pre-
sently uses, build telescopes larger 
than the size of the Earth . . . and 
avoid the laws of quantum mecha-
nics.147 

Hence, as Davies warns: ‘Speculation 
about alien super-civilizations doing 
super-science and deploying super-tech-
nology is certainly great fun, but it needs 
to be tempered with a healthy skepti-
cism.’148 

Conclusion 
The scientific evidence strongly suggests 
that, at least on a naturalistic worldview, 
the odds are against the existence of 
extra-terrestrial life. Even if extra-terre-
strial life does exist, it seems unlikely 
(again, at least on a naturalistic world-
view) that it would develop into anything 
complex, let alone intelligent. And even if 
extra-terrestrial intelligences (ETI’s) exist, 
it seems unlikely (again, at least on a 

naturalistic worldview) that they’d be 
blessed with the ecological and cultural 
preconditions for the development of sci-
ence and advanced technology. 

Moreover, the scientific Search for 
Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence has provi-
ded observational evidence that suggests 
there are few if any technologically 
advanced ETI’s in our cosmic neighbor -
hood, and the non-existence of technolo-
gically advanced ETI’s remains the simp-
lest answer to ‘the Fermi paradox’. 

That said, even if some technologically 
advanced ETI’s do exist in our cosmic 
neigh bor hood, there are significant psy-
chological and physical barriers to inter-
stellar travel, and even technologically 
advanced ETI’s both willing and able to 
engage in interstellar travel wouldn’t 
necessarily possess the motive, means and 
opportunity to visit Earth (especially in its 
pre-radio-signaling past). And even if 
they did, it seems unlikely that, for 
example, they’d both have and use the 
hypothetical technology required to con-
vince a bunch of first century Jews that 
Jesus of Nazareth was the crucified-but-
risen, miracle-working Son of Man. The 
compound improbability of any such 
sequence of events is prohibitive. 

Theories about ‘ancient aliens’ being 
behind events of perceived religious signi-
ficance are intrinsically convoluted (i.e. 
complex) and ad hoc, and have multiple 
essential facets that are strongly disconfir-
med by scientific evidence available from 
secular sources. In sum, when it comes to 
‘ancient aliens’, it’s the conspiracy theo-
rists and adherents of UFO religions, not 
Christians, who are swimming against 
the scientific evidence. 
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Introduction 
 

‘The characters … are so funny (in part) 
due to their extremely “scientistic” 

worldviews, entirely framed by their 
practice of science. The humor manifests 

as their scientific approach unfolds  
in everyday life.’  

- Massimo Pigliucci2 
 

The quote above is an excerpt from 
a philosophical analysis of The 
Big Bang Theory. It illustrates the 

key role of secular worldviews in the flow 
of the story in this highly popular sitcom. 
According to Massimo Pigliucci, it is not 
just the characters’ nerdy personalities 
that make the audience laugh, but even 
more how they illustrate what clinging to 
a secular worldview – such as scientism – 
looks like.3 This indicates that secular 
worldviews are influential in the fictional 
universe of  this sitcom.  

The Big Bang Theory serves as a signi-
ficant example of how traces of secular 
worldviews, such as naturalism and  
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scientism, often are found in popular 
movies, television series and other fictio-
nal stories. This points to the need for 
Christian cultural apologists to analyse 
the key role of secular worldviews in con-
temporary popular culture and to offer a 
relevant response. Thus, The Big Bang 
The ory is a natural choice as a case study 
in relation to ‘Science, Natural Theology, 
and Christian Apologetics’.4 

Nigerian author Ben Okri points out 
that ‘[stories] are the secret reservoir of 
values. Change the stories individuals and 
nations live by and tell themselves, and 
you change the individuals and nations’.5 

Furthermore, when considering how 
com mon secular perspectives in popular 
fic tional stories often seem to correspond 
to influential secular presuppositions in 
many Western academic and educational 
contexts, the cultural apologetic task turns 
out to be even more significant. When 
faced by the same underpinning sec ular 
worldviews in both contexts, the need for 
double listening becomes obvious.6 This 
task includes uncovering traces of such 
worldviews in these influential cultural 
texts as well as formulating a normative 
response based on appropriate biblical 
texts. 

Many of the background beliefs that 
our Western culture presses on us regard -
ing Christianity, often making the Chris -
tian faith seem implausible, are being pre-
sented through the stories and themes of 
entertainment and social media rather 
than by argument. ‘They are assumed to 
be simply the way things are’, as Timothy 
Keller points out. Furthermore, according 
to Keller, most of these stories are secular 
or relativistic.7 

Thus, a key task for contemporary 
Christian cultural apologists is to uncover 
and challenge secular values and beliefs, 
such as naturalism, existentialism, and 

secular humanism, in popular culture as 
well as in academic and educational con-
texts. For Christian youth, such secular 
stories often create a deep feeling of cog-
nitive dissonance in relation to their per-
sonal Christian convictions,8 which is yet 
another key reason for analysing and eva-
luating the different perspectives from a 
biblical perspective.  

In this essay, then, we seek to meet the 
need for identifying and responding to 
secular worldview perspectives in popular 
culture from a Christian apologetic per -
spective, with the highly popular sitcom 
The Big Bang Theory as a case study. This 
sitcom, with a total of 12 seasons ending 
in May 2019, has a wide spectrum in 
terms of its audience, both regarding age9 
and country. We have chosen season 11 
as our research material, due to this sea-
son being the latest published in DVD 
format at the time of starting our rese-
arch.10 Building on key findings from ear-
lier research on previous seasons, we will 
be focussing on traces of naturalism, sci-
entism and anti-religious attitudes.  

This leads to the following two  
research questions: 
1. How are naturalism, scientism and 

anti-religious attitudes being expressed 
and portrayed in season 11 of The Big 
Bang Theory? 

2. What opportunities and challenges do 
these secular beliefs, ideas and motifs 
represent for Christian cultural apolo-
getics?  

In order to answer these two research 
questions, the article contains three major 
sections.  
 
The first major part of the article introdu-
ces some foundational theoretical per -
spectives on worldview theory and popu-
lar culture, on sitcoms in general and The 
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Big Bang Theory specifically, on natura-
lism, scientism, and anti-religious attitu-
des, and on Christian apologetics. This 
leads to an outline of the methodological 
approach for content analysis with world -
view theory as the hermeneutical perspec-
tive.  
  
The second major section of the article 
contains a worldview analysis of the 
selected season of The Big Bang Theory.  
   
The third major part of the article pre-
sents a normative response to the series 
from a Christian cultural apologetic pers-
pective, before concluding with summary 
and reflections. 

Foundational Theoretical 
Perspectives 

Worldview Theory and Popular 
Culture 
The term worldview can be understood in 
different ways. This article is informed by 
the concept of worldview proposed by 
Naugle (2002) and developed and appli -
ed by Sire:11  

A worldview is a commitment, a 
fundamental orientation of the 
heart, that can be expressed as a 
story or in a set of presuppositions 
(assump tions which may be true, 
partially true or entirely false) 
which we hold (consciously or sub-
consciously, consistently or incon -
sistently) about the basic constitu-
tion of reality, and that provides the 
foundations on which we live and 
move and have our being. (Sire 
2015, 141)12 

The emphasis on ‘commitment’ and ‘a 
fundamental orientation of the heart’ in -
di cates that everyone has a worldview, 
whether religious or secular in its founda-
tional convictions. Furthermore, this 

understanding of how worldviews are 
often grasped as stories, not only as ratio-
nal propositions, is, of course, highly rele-
vant to the worldview analysis of fictio-
nal, visual universes and to the whole 
process of meaning-making. As will be 
shown below, Sire’s worldview concept 
opens constructive avenues of explora-
tions and has proved to be very fruitful 
when developing a toolbox for con tent 
analysis of media messages.13 

In a media-saturated culture like ours, 
it is vital to relate to the stories from the 
perspective of what’s being communica-
ted. The influence of the stories of popu-
lar culture can hardly be overstated. 
Popular culture may be defined by being 
commercial and known, liked and used 
by ‘the masses’, as well as being aimed at 
offering entertainment and distraction 
from everyday life (Endsjø and Lied 2011, 
16). But, although it is aimed at enter -
tainment, the implicit and explicit messa-
ges are not neutral, but convey a wide 
spectrum of different perspectives, values, 
and beliefs. 

As Philip Pullman stated in his Car -
negie Medal acceptance speech:  

All stories teach, whether the story-
teller intends them to or not. They 
teach the world we create. They 
teach the morality we live by. They 
teach it much more effectively than 
moral precepts and instructions.14  

This means that popular culture is ‘a 
place of debate and negotiation, it gives 
us examples of how our contemporaries 
are thinking’ (Turner 2013, 23). There -
fore, popular culture is a useful indicator 
of the Zeitgest, the ‘spirit of the times’. It 
both mirrors and moulds our way of thin-
king and living, express pointers to diffe-
rent worldviews and plays a key role in 
the worldview formation of young people.15 

Stories, then, are powerful, whether 
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fictional or factual. Because of popular 
culture and the popular media’s vast 
impact in our culture, we ought to pay 
close attention to what is portrayed, 
when it comes to values and preferences, 
truth and reality. After all, as Walt Muel -
ler claims about today’s youth: ‘They are 
being catechized through regularity and 
repetition into a series of cultural beliefs 
that result in behaviors . . . now and for 
the rest of their lives.’16 The stories of 
popular culture, which are ‘known by the 
masses’, is therefore a natural starting 
point when reflecting on underlying pers-
pectives, including views on (natural) sci-
ence and religious beliefs. 

Popular Culture, Sitcoms and The Big 
Bang Theory 
Among the variety of media stories in 
popular culture, the sitcom proves to be  
highly popular. The term is short for 
situation comedy, and the genre is mar-
ked by how it centers around a story that 
unfolds from episode to episode, where 
we follow a set of characters over time 
and in their mutual environment, like a 
home, workplace or a circle of friends. 
The term sitcom can be traced to the 
1950s, first in radio and then in televi-
sion. Originally the sitcom was organized 
in individual episodes, where the storytel-
ling largely was static, and the characters 
barely changed over time. In more recent 
decades, however, the sitcom has increa -
singly been characterized by a coherent 
and recurrent storytelling that may well 
last over a whole season, where both the 
story and the characters can change and 
develop over time.17  

A helpful description of sitcoms is ‘rea-
listic fiction’ (cp. Tony Watkins 201018), 
meaning that the storytelling and the cha-
racters resemble real life, in so far as the 
viewer can relate to events and situations 

that are portrayed. But at the same time, 
it is fiction, simply because it is not realis-
tic since the sitcom has a tendency so 
exaggerate, both related to the events, the 
characters and the humoristic elements. 

David Lodge describes sitcoms as 
‘light, family entertainment, which aims 
to amuse and divert the viewers, not to 
disturb and upset them.’19 Lewis and 
Mol  loy expand on this, stating that ‘the 
comedy reveals a culture’s viewpoint 
through the lens of laughter’ (2015, 90). 
Verbal humour is one of the most impor-
tant features of sitcoms, often initiated 
and enforced by a laughter-track or live 
studio audience. The poet T.S. Elliot was 
convinced that the culture we consume 
just for fun, with no thought of grappling 
with heavyweight issues, has an enduring 
effect on us. He believed this was true 
precisely because of the fun element.20 

Comedians recognize the power of 
laughter and how laughter can make it 
easier to portray themes or views the 
audi ence normally would reject or be 
offen ded by. As the American stand-up 
comedian and social critic George Carlin 
says, ‘Once you get people laughing, 
they’re listening, and you can tell them 
almost anything’.21 

Carlin expanded on this idea in an 
interview:  

Most of the time, when you talk to 
people about, let's call them 'issu-
es,' okay? People have their defen-
ces up. They are going to defend 
their point of view, the thing they're 
used to, the ideas that they hold 
dear, and you have to take a long, 
logical route to get through to them, 
generally … But when you are 
doing comedy or humour, people 
are open, and when the moment of 
laughter comes, their guard is 
down, so new data can be introdu-
ced more easily at that moment.22 
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The Big Bang Theory is most definitely a 
sitcom that makes people laugh, all over 
the world, ‘using satire, comedy, intertex-
tual references and even burlesque to 
offer its perspective on the “geeky” world 
of brilliant scientists (and their friends)’ 
(Lewis and Molloy 2015, 89).  

The Big Bang Theory has been one of 
the early 21st century’s most popular TV 
series worldwide.23 Created by the re -
now ned directors Chuck Lorre and Bill 
Prady24, the series premiered on CBS in 
USA September 24, 2007, and concluded 
on May 16, 2019, having broadcast a 
total of 279 episodes over 12 seasons.25 
In Norway, the TV series played its final 
season during the spring of 2019, and in 
both USA and Norway the sitcom conti-
nues to play in reruns.  

‘The Big Bang Theory has been the 
defining comedy of its generation,’ Kelly 
Kahl, President for CBS Entertainment, 
said in a statement as the decision to end 
the show was announced.26 Furthermore, 
the huge popularity and influence of the 
series is seen in the decision to produce 
the spin-off series Young Sheldon, where 
viewers follow the major character Shel -
don from The Big Bang Theory as a young 
boy living in Texas with his family. In 
February 2019, CBS renewed this series 
for a third and fourth season, with the 
third season running in USA during the 
autumn and spring of 2019/2020.27 

Set in Pasadena, California, The Big 
Bang Theory has a focus on science and 
scientists, particularly physics and physi-
cists. The four main male characters, 
theo retical physicist Sheldon Cooper (Jim 
Parsons), experimental physicist Leonard 
Hofstadter (Johnny Galecki), aerospace 
engineer Howard Wolowitz (Simon Hel -
berg), and astrophysicist Rajesh (Raj) 
Koothrappali (Kunal Nayyar) are all em -
ployed at Caltech (California Institute of 

Technology). The same is true for Shel -
don’s girlfriend (and later wife), neuro-
biologist Amy Farrah Fowler (Mayim 
Bialik), and Howard’s wife (his girlfriend 
in the early seasons) microbiologist Ber -
na dette Rostenkowski (Melissa Rauch). 
The characters frequently banter about 
scientific theories or news and make sci-
ence-related jokes. These intellectual nerds 
(as they are portrayed) have their humo-
ristic counterpart in the beautiful and 
street-smart Penny (Kaley Cuoco). In 
contrast to all the other characters, her 
and her father’s last name is never revea-
led. Penny dreams of being an actor and 
is now married to Leonard, being his girl -
friend in the early seasons. Stuart Bloom 
(Kevin Sussman), the owner of a comic 
bookstore, is also a recurrent character.   

Co-director Chuck Lorre explains 
what they intended with the series: 

From the very beginning, the goal 
was really simple: to cause laughter. 
That's why we made the show and 
why we wanted to build a show 
around these characters. I love the 
characters because, despite how 
intelligent they were, they felt left 
out. They felt like outsiders looking 
through the glass at life going on 
without them … The characters 
aren’t related but they behave and 
operate like a family even to the 
point of making each other mise-
rable. But no matter what, they 
created a surrogate family. That 
underlies the comedy and may ulti-
mately be more important than the 
jokes.28  

It is interesting to observe that over recent 
years there has been a shift in certain the-
mes and characters portrayed in sitcoms, 
one of them being the portrayal of nerds. 
In fact, The Big Bang Theory is reckoned 
as the most widely known, and popular, 
television program currently supporting 
this trend.29 
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Key Aspects of Naturalism, Scientism 
and Anti-Religious Attitudes 
Key findings in earlier research on The 
Big Bang Theory, whether from a rhetori-
cal, a philosophical, or from a worldview 
perspective, pointed to dominant traces 
of naturalism, scientism and anti-religio-
us attitudes.30 As for the latter, these atti-
tudes primarily relate to the Jewish and 
the Christian faiths. When analysing sea-
son 11, we will have the same focus. In 
the following, we will outline key aspects 
related to these three thematic areas. 

In relation to naturalism, the term in 
short denotes a worldview or belief 
system which denies the supernatural. 
Naturalists tend to ‘view supernaturalism 
as clinging to non-scientific, non-empiri-
cal justifications for beliefs, the opposite 
of objectivity’ (Carlson 2017, 469). 

Since the Enlightenment, naturalism 
has been a powerful influence in the aca-
demy as well as gradually also in popular 
Western culture, and now increasingly 
also globally. It emerges in different con-
figurations, and carries different labels, 
such as scientism, secular humanism, and 
Marxism, but with a common underpin-
ning notion of the denial of the superna-
tural. The cosmos is seen as being ultima-
tely one thing; matter, existing as a unifor-
mity of cause and effect in a closed 
system.  

Human beings are therefore seen as 
only being part of the natural cosmos. 
Our uniqueness is accounted for in diffe-
rent ways by different strands of natura-
lism. Physicist Sean Carrol, in his bestsel-
ling book The Big Picture, explains the 
naturalistic view of humans in this way: 

We humans are blobs of organized 
mud, which through the imperso-
nal workings of nature’s patterns 
have developed the capacity to con-
template and cherish and engage 
with the intimidating complexity of 

the world around us… The mea-
ning we find in life is not transcen-
dent…31 

Furthermore, while naturalists must in -
clude human actions within their causally 
closed view of physical events in the uni-
verse, some hold that this ‘determinism’ is 
consistent with a non-libertarian, ‘com-
patibilist’ understanding of human free-
dom. 

As indicated above, naturalism is still 
an attractive worldview for many, despite 
being challenged both by secular alterna-
tives (such as postmodernism) and by re -
ligious worldviews. At least two primary 
reasons may be given for why naturalism 
continues to be influential. It gives the 
impression of being a worldview that is 
honest and objective, and which has a 
consistent, coherent system. 

Furthermore, as stated earlier, the 
naturalistic worldview accommodates 
different variations on the naturalistic 
theme – for instance Marxism and secular 
humanism – and is thus more widespread 
than one might think in the first place. 
Even though the latter form of humanism 
is completely framed within a naturalistic 
view of reality, not all naturalists are secu-
lar humanists. But all secular humanists 
are naturalists when it comes to the fun-
damental view of reality. Due to the em -
phasis in secular humanism on human 
dig nity, freedom and reasoning, this fact 
is easily overlooked.32  

What, then, about scientism? In the 
first place it is helpful to distinguish  
be  tween ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ scientism.  

Strong scientism claims that some 
proposition is true and / or rational 
to believe if and only if it is a scien-
tific proposition … There are no 
truths apart from scientific truths, 
and even if there were, there would 
be no reason whatever to believe 
them.  
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Advocates of weak scientism allow 
for truths apart from science… But 
those advocates still hold that sci-
ence is the most authoritative sec-
tor of human learning. Every other 
intellectual activity is inferior to 
science. Further, there are virtually 
no limits to science. (Moreland 2017, 
629)  

Accordingly, scientism may appropriately 
be described as: 

the idea that science can and should 
be expanded to every domain of 
hu man knowledge or interest, in -
cluding the social sciences and the 
humanities, or alternatively the 
idea that the only kind of knowled-
ge really worth having is that pro-
vided by the natural sciences 
(Pigliucci 2012, 131).33 

Anti-religious attitudes appear in very dif-
ferent modes and shapes. It covers a wide 
spectrum, from various intellectual, mo -
ral, and social objections to Judeo-Chris -
tian beliefs, through popular myths and 
misconceptions, to hostility, indifference, 
and political correctness. It has been 
pointed out that The Big Bang Theory 
often conveys religion in general as old-
fashioned and fundamentalist, whereas 
Christianity specifically is largely presen-
ted as ‘a “god-of-the-gaps” approach’ to 
reality (Barkman and Kowalski 2012, 
150).  

At the plausibility level, anti-religious 
ideas contribute to the marginalization of 
Christian beliefs, institutions and practi-
ces. This illustrates that ‘central areas of 
modern society are secularised and secu-
lar outlooks on life are highly influential’ 
(L. Dahle, 2015, 387). Thus, Christian 
ideas appear as less meaningful and 
Christian institutions and practices as 
more marginal. 

Many influential media stories include 
popular stereotypes and myths about the 

Christian faith, where anti-religious atti-
tudes often are predominant. ‘This inclu-
des popular fictional stories where secular 
worldview perspectives are portrayed 
positively, Christians are being stereoty-
ped, and Christian faith and practices are 
excluded.’ (L. Dahle, 2018, 142) 

Introducing Christian Apologetics 
Christian apologetics focuses traditional-
ly on defending and commending the bib-
lical Gospel. Thus, the emphasis is both 
on justifying key Christian truth claims 
and on communicating the Christian 
worldview as authentic and relevant in 
secular and pluralistic contexts.  

An influential definition of Christian 
apologetics is offered by William Lane 
Craig in his classic textbook Reasonable 
Faith: 

Apologetics specifically serves to 
show to unbelievers the truth of the 
Christian faith, to confirm that 
faith to believers, and to reveal and 
explore the connections between 
Christian doctrine and other 
truths… [It is] the broader task of 
Christian apologetics to help create 
and sustain a cultural milieu in 
which the gospel can be heard as an 
intellectually viable option for thin-
king men and women. (Craig 2008, 
15, 17) 

When using the term Christian apologe-
tics in this article, we are focusing on ‘the 
art of apologetics’.34 This is closely linked 
to the notion of ‘cultural apologetics’, 
highlighting that our understanding of 
apologetics needs to incorporate the con-
cepts of beauty and goodness as well as 
the concept of truth, together with a 
holistic understanding of humanity. As 
Joseph Woodell argues: 

Apologetics is the task of helping 
people see not only the truthful-
ness, but also the attractiveness of 
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the Christian faith… Christianity is 
true, for it corresponds to reality; 
but being true, it is also both 
(moral ly) good and (aesthetically) 
beau tiful… Adding aesthetics to 
the apologetic toolbox can only 
help the apologetic enterprise.35 

Accordingly, theological aesthetics will be 
central to our approach in this article. 
This growing thematic field is concerned 
‘with questions about God and issues in 
theology in the light of and perceived 
through sense knowledge (sensation, fee-
ling, imagination) through beauty, and 
the arts’ (Thiessen 2004,1). We will return 
to these key issues in our apologetic 
response to The Big Bang Theory below. 

Introducing the Methodological 
Approach 
The selected methodological approach in 
this essay is content analysis informed by 
worldview theory, already applied by us 
in previous studies.36 As stated above, the 
term worldview is here understood in line 
with David Naugle’s proposal, and as 
developed and applied by James W. Sire.   

Our starting point is that all media 
messages may be seen as texts, whether 
verbal, audial or visual. These texts pro-
vide ‘scripts’ or ‘templates’ that model the 
way life is, or should be’ (Turnau 2012, 
27). In order to identify these ‘scripts’ or 
‘templates’ – and thus analyse media mes-
sages from a worldview per spective – we 
use a methodology developed by Mar -
gunn S. Dahle which consists of four 
interlocking levels.37 

The first two levels belong to the pre-
paratory stage. At the emotional level the 
focus is on the emotional response that is 
created by the media message, whereas 
the aesthetic level means looking at the 
dramaturgical and artistic elements in the 
media message; the plot, music, editing, 

acting and so on. After all, in the words 
of David Porter, in any visual media mes-
sage ‘more is said than what is spoken’ 
(1988, 15). 

The third phase is the worldview level, 
which is the focal point of the analytical 
framework. This level ‘combines the iden -
tification of key worldview elements and 
traces of influential worldview traditions 
and trends’ (M.S. Dahle 2017, 64).  

The first step at this level is to identify 
key characteristics of the observable 
praxis in the fictional universe, such as 
behaviour and conversation, through a 
focus on plot, character and dialogue. 
Building on David Howell’s insights 
regard ing worldview formation, where 
‘Self’, ‘Peers’, ‘World’ and ‘Beyond’ are 
key areas around which the worldview is 
being developed, sustained or changed 
(Howell 1997), it has proved to be useful 
to categorize the observable praxis in this 
way. Thus, paying attention to ‘what is 
being said and done’ related to oneself 
(‘Self’) and friends / family (‘Peers’), and 
to the relationships to authorities and the 
wider society (‘world’), as well as to the 
future and beyond (‘Beyond’).  

The second step at the worldview level 
is to identify key worldview elements in 
the observable praxis, such as foundatio-
nal views of ethical values, humanity, rea-
lity and faith (defined as trust and search 
for meaning). These traces of worldviews, 
then, are sought to be matched with dif-
ferent worldview patterns, both religious 
and secular.  

Thus, by focusing on the observable 
praxis within the categories of ‘Self’, 
‘Peers’, ‘World’ and ‘Beyond’ in selected 
scenes in season 11, we will seek to iden-
tify how the traces of naturalism, scien-
tism and anti-religious attitudes function 
in the flow of the story. The key findings 
will be compared to what Kro identified 
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when analysing season 6,38 before wide-
ning the perspective to the whole televi-
sion series when reflecting on our own 
findings as well as on those identified by 
other researchers. 

The fourth level is the normative. This 
constitutes the follow-up stage, where the 
aim is to give a ‘relevant Christian 
response, critically asking whether the 
identified worldview elements are consis -
tent with a biblically informed Christian 
worldview’ (M.S. Dahle 2017, 64), inclu-
ding pointing to elements of contact and 
elements of tension. Thus, the normative 
level moves on from worldview analysis 
to theological engagement, which will be 
further explained below, when dealing 
with the apologetic response to key fin-
dings in The Big Bang Theory. 

Analysis of The Big Bang Theory, 
Season 11: The Worldview Level 
It is appropriate to offer three preliminary 
remarks before applying a worldview 
analysis (i.e. the third analytical phase 
introduced above) to season 11 of The 
Big Bang Theory.  

First, our remarks and reflections 
above, on sitcoms in general and The Big 
Bang Theory specifically, serve as pointers 
towards the first and second analytical 
phase, i.e. the emotional and aesthetical 
levels. The sitcom genre relies heavily on 
emotional communication with the TV 
audience, especially in this case in its con -
scious use of humour, irony and satire. 
Aesthetically, this sitcom has a coherent 
and recurrent storytelling over the whole 
season, where both the story and the cha-
racters change and develop over time. 

Secondly, our worldview analysis of 
selected scenes in season 11 builds on our 
long-term engagement with and assess-
ment of the whole TV series. This leads to 

some final overall reflections on this fictio -
nal universe as a totality. 

Thirdly, before the analysis of season 
11, an introductory analysis of the ope-
ning theme used throughout The Big Bang 
Theory seems to be a natural starting 
point. The opening theme – or the title 
theme – has a key role in establishing a 
show's unifying identity as well as in 
aiming towards capturing and keeping 
the attention of the audience.  

Key findings related to the theme song 
The opening theme song was ranked 
sixth out of ten popular credit sequences 
in 2010.39 The aesthetics are captivating, 
with the visual as well as the music cat-
ching the attention of the audience. The 
images, visualizing the lyrics of the song 
performed by The Barenaked Ladies, 
make the impact even larger, despite a 
very high speed. 

The actual lyrics runs as follows:  

Our whole universe 
was in a hot, dense state  
Then nearly 14 billion years 
ago expansion started Wait!  
The Earth began to cool  
The autotrophs began to drool, 
Neanderthals developed tools  
We built the Wall  
We built the pyramids  
Math, Science, History, 
unraveling the mystery  
That all started with a big bang  
Bang! 

This title theme song is written by Ed 
Robertson, a member of the band The 
Barenaked Ladies.40  

The opening theme sequence points to 
different fields of human enquiry and 
academic study. Whereas the reference to 
Big Bang belongs to cosmology, evolution 
is part of biology, and the focus on 
human achievements is related to history. 
The underlying unifying perspective is 
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secular, with no ultimate references to any 
gods or God. The view of history, as well 
as of humanity, is marked by optimism, 
which indicates a positive view also of the 
future. Thus, when relating to the catego-
ry ‘Beyond’, we identify clear pointers to 
a secular, naturalistic worldview. Human 
progress is highlighted, with science and 
technology as authorities to the extent 
that it points towards scientism. Thus, the 
category ‘World’ points to secular per -
spectives. As the final line fades out, the 
main characters in the show sit down on 
a sofa, smiling and eating, obviously 
having a good time. ‘Self’ and ‘Peers’ get 
the final note. 

Within the framework of the lyrics and 
all the different images underlining this 
secular view of cosmology, evolution and 
human progress, one gets the impression 
that the characters are part of a long line 
of progress, and therefore the future is 
bright. Further, the image of the group 
points to a close friendship, which seem 
to indicate the need for fellowship as well 
as a view of humanity as superior within 
nature. Thus, the key beliefs and ideas 
underpinning the theme song are inter-
connected and fit into a secular world-
view perspective, and at the same time its 
ending seems to illustrate a tension bet-
ween a naturalistic view of reality and a 
secular humanistic view of humanity.  

It should also be mentioned, that 
when  ever there is a shift of scenes in an 
episode, a certain part of the intro, where 
molecules are being displaying, is shown. 
In this way, the viewers are constantly 
reminded of the theme song, the focus on 
natural science, and the pointers towards 
a naturalistic worldview. 

The Big Bang Theory: A brief intro-
duction to season 11 
Season 11, the second to last season of 

The Big Bang Theory, ran in the USA du -
ring the fall and spring of 2017/2018,41 
and marked the ten-year anniversary of 
the show. During season 11, Howard and 
Bernadette, in addition to Penny and Leo -
nard, are married, whilst Raj is still sing-
le, searching for true love. In the first epi-
sode of this season, Sheldon proposes to 
Amy, and one main storyline throughout 
the season is their engagement, culmina-
ting in the wedding as the season’s end. 

Howard and Bernadette have their sec -
ond baby during this season. Although we 
never see the children, their struggles rela-
ted to pregnancy, parenting and family 
life are central to the storyline. Penny and 
Leonard wonder whether they should 
‘take the next step’ too. Thus, a running 
theme in the whole season is linked to 
such family issues, as well as the rela-
tionship between family life and careers.  

Career as an independent theme is also 
highlighted, not the least with Leonard 
and Sheldon who are questioning the 
foun dations and trustworthiness of their 
choices of science. However, after a pe -
riod of wondering if ‘supersymmetry’42 

really is the answer to the mysteries of the 
universe, Sheldon has a flash of inspira-
tion and excitedly work on a new theory 
of ‘super asymmetry’, seemingly restoring 
everyone’s faith in science again. 

Key findings in The Big Bang Theory, 
season 11 

Key findings related to ‘Self’ and 
‘Peers’ 
In a sitcom like The Big Bang Theory, 
with the story unfolding around a group 
of close friends and colleagues, the most 
natural move is to begin the analysis by 
focusing on the part of the storyline dea-
ling with different aspects regarding their 
relationships to themselves, each other 
and their families.  
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However, their families are not visible 
as family units in the series. This is also 
true of this season.43 On the contrary, this 
group of friends acts as a surrogate family. 
This makes it even more interesting to ask 
oneself in what ways traces of naturalism, 
scientism and anti-religious attitudes may 
be identified in this category of ‘Self’ and 
‘Peers’ in their observable praxis in sea-
son 11. 

As well as being key to the flow of the 
storyline, the dialogues between the cha-
racters are vital when it comes to identi-
fying pointers to their views of themsel-
ves, and of love, life, and what it means 
being human. In this season, with Berna -
dette being pregnant and primarily out of 
work, we get glimpses of her view of self-
identity and self-esteem. She used to think 
of herself as a smart, educated, and suc-
cessful woman, whereas now she is bewil-
dered. The way she and Amy talk about 
the change, is purely naturalistic, refer-
ring to changes in the structure of the 
brain. ‘I liked the old structure of my 
brain. But then, I liked a lot of my old 
struc tures’, Bernadette replies to Amy’s 
explanations.44  

This conversation moves towards a 
conclusion which is meant to be of com-
fort to Bernadette, with Amy referring to 
the many positive changes in the structure 
of the brain brought about by the preg-
nancy. Still, Bernadette is not satisfied, 
accusing her friend for being condescen-
ding. Taking the naturalistic worldview 
perspective to be the only explanation for 
the changes, even though also some of the 
changes in the brain structures are positi-
ve, doesn’t seem to be satisfying when it 
comes to her view of self-identity and self-
esteem. Taking into consideration that 
career and image seem to play a key role 
regarding her self-identity and self- 
esteem, Bernadette finds herself in a vul-

nerable situation.   
Raj seems to be just as dissatisfied when 

it comes to love being explained in – or 
reduced to – naturalistic terms. When a 
colleague says: ‘Raj, we’re scientists. We 
don’t need to feel threatened just because 
we understand the mechanisms that give 
rise to romantic feelings. It doesn’t take 
anything away from the experience.’,45 
Raj couldn’t disagree more, being convin-
ced that love isn’t science, but ‘an acknow -
ledgement of a mystery that’s greater than 
ourselves’. Thus, he shows dissatisfaction 
regarding a naturalistic perspective when 
it comes to this part of life. Raj seems to 
long for a more coherent worldview 
where experience and explanation of love 
fit together.  

Not surprisingly, love is central in many 
conversations in this season, with Amy 
and Sheldon being engaged, planning for 
their wedding. Emotions aren’t that 
important to Sheldon, though, and he’s 
willing to put aside the thought of upset-
ting anyone and leave emotions totally 
aside when deciding who are to be invited 
for the wedding based on empirical 
metrics only. The reason being that in his 
view people are at a wedding to perform 
specific functions. An underlying perspec-
tive here seems to be an ignorance of 
emotions and a stress on reason. Again, 
this can be seen as a pointer towards 
Sheldon taking the naturalistic worldview 
at face value, whereas Amy seems to be 
dissatisfied about the split that is being 
revealed in a naturalistic worldview.46 
Like Bernadette and Raj, whom we refer-
red to above, Amy seems to long for a 
more coherent worldview. 

The strong emphasis on reason is of 
course very much in line with their work 
as scientists. The view of reason as the 
defining aspect of a human being is a re -
current theme in the conversations, 
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alongside the fear of not being in total 
control. As an example, Sheldon is very 
worried about his sleep-talk and whether 
or not he can fully trust his mind. 

Furthermore, their identity seems to be 
anchored in reason and the ability to do 
science, thus viewing physics as ‘the real 
thing’. After Leonard had been totally 
honest in a radio interview about their 
struggles in their research, Leonard and 
Sheldon are close to an identity crisis.47 
‘Physics is all we’re cut out for’, Leonard 
states, and continues: ‘I mean, if we 
weren’t physicists, what would we be?’ 
Sheldon underlines that nothing can be 
compared to physics, since physics  
’answers the question: what is the nature 
of the universe?’ 

Underneath, there seems to be a lon-
ging for anchoring the identity in somet-
hing different from their career. Amid this 
crisis, they turn to Penny, who is the only 
one in the group of friends not working 
with science. The reason being, as stated 
to her by Sheldon: ‘You manage to hold 
your head high, despite your checkered 
past.’48 
Key findings related to ‘World’  
In The Big Bang Theory as a whole, natu-
ral sciences seems to be an undisputable 
source of facts and truth about reality as 
a whole. Science seems to be regarded as 
honest, objective and coherent. The vali-
dity of other theories or sciences are de -
termined by whether they coincide with 
the natural sciences, or more specifically 
with physics. Even the title of the TV 
series and its theme song, as pointed out 
earlier in this analysis, clearly points to 
the natural sciences as indisputable and 
sufficient explanations of reality. 

The naturalistic view of reality is being 
conveyed in different ways throughout 
the series. One example is when Raj says 

the following (when presenting a virtual 
tour among the stars at the planetarium); 
‘Space is the mirror of the soul. Are we 
looking beyond, or are we looking with -
in? … When we gaze out at the immensi-
ties of space, we understand them because 
there are immensities within us as well.’49 
One may interpret his statement either as 
a reflection of Raj’s Hindu background50 
or as a naturalistic view, the latter being 
the most plausible due to what’s being 
por trayed in the series as a whole. In other 
words, just as the universe is nothing 
more than nature, which is made up by 
matter, and nothing exists outside this 
nature to uphold it, so human beings are 
also nothing more than products of natu-
re, like any other animal. 

The same basic beliefs seem to be pro-
minent with Sheldon, who acts as the 
foremost champion of faith in natural sci-
ence and its undisputable truths. During 
season 11 though, he finds himself sur-
prisingly interested in geology, although 
with mixed emotions: 

I am a respected theoretical physi-
cist. I aspire to win a Nobel Prize 
someday. But nobody's gonna take 
me seriously if they find out I've 
been dabbling in geology … 
They're very different. Physics ans-
wers the question: what is the nature 
of the universe? Geology answers 
the question: what'd I just trip 
over?51 

Here Sheldon, despite a transitory interest 
in geology, seems to make a clear dis-
tinction between different natural scien-
ces, some of them being more significant 
than others. In his view, physics is the 
‘real science’, it is where you would go to 
find the ‘real’ answers. This implies that, 
according to Sheldon, geology cannot 
answer any of the fundamental questions 
to the origin of the universe, its purpose 
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or meaning. In other words, physics is 
being asserted as an undeniable authority, 
not only for the whole of reality, but also 
within the field of natural sciences. It is 
physics, Sheldon claims, not geology, 
which answers the fundamental questions 
for understanding reality – and ultimately 
the meaning of life.  

This view of science, seemingly provi-
ding meaning even to the most mundane 
business, also comes across during 
Sheldon and Amy’s planning of their 
wed ding. Being unable to choose their 
maid of honour and best man, they deci-
de to use science to solve their problems, 
and thus also leaving feelings (from both 
sides) aside. A choice Sheldon is very 
happy with this: 

Boy, if I had known getting married 
was going to involve so much science, 
I'd have proposed years ago … If 
experimenting on humans is morally 
wrong, then I don't want to be mo -
rally right.52  

In this regard, science (if taken at face 
value) seems to a be source of excitement 
and joy and, in addition, an over-all source 
of meaning. This is where the characters 
trust to find the best answers, and ultima-
tely the truth. It also surpasses the value 
of human beings (if they have a specific 
value) and of morality (if there ever was 
such a thing).  

Although the entire season 11 (and the 
entire TV series) points to trusting the 
natural sciences for ultimate truth and 
mea ning, there are also glimpses of how 
this naturalistic foundation is cracking. In 
season 11 we find Leonard as a guest on 
a radio show. When he is asked about his 
profession as an experimental physicist, 
he reveals that although millions are be -
ing spent on expensive research projects, 
the different projects aren’t producing 

any final results or answers to the ultimate 
questions about the universe. As Leonard 
is saying ‘We've been collecting tons of 
data that could revolutionize the way we 
understand the universe’53, but he must 
admit that the data is not giving them the 
final answers they are looking for. When 
the radio presenter then asks what they 
actually have found, Leonard replies: 

Uh, nothing, actually … But I re -
main confident. We've got the best 
equipment and the best minds all 
working on it … Although, some 
days I'm, like, ugh, we've spent so 
much money. Why haven't we 
found anything? What are we 
doing?54 

In this scene Leonard apparently doubts 
his profession and whether he contributes 
significantly to the wider society. This is 
ultimately enhanced when he turns to 
Sheldon for encouragement; 

Sheldon: ‘Look. (sighs) Not all sci-
ence pans out. You know, we've 
been hoping supersymmetry was 
true for decades, and finally, we 
built the Large Hadron Collider, 
which is supposed to prove it by fin -
ding these new particles, and it-it 
hasn't. And maybe supersymmetry, 
our last big idea, is simply wrong.’  
Penny: ‘Okay. So, you guys are 
upset because the collider thing dis-
proved your theories?’  
Leonard: ‘I-It's worse than that. It 
hasn't found anything in years, so 
we don't know if we're right, we 
don't know if we're wrong. We 
don't know where to go next.’55 

This appears to be an unexpected turn of 
events in the context of the entire TV 
series. The undisputable trust in the natu-
ral sciences (and especially physics) to be 
the ultimate source of truth about reality 
and meaning runs throughout every sea-
son of the series, almost never questioned, 
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or challenged. It is highly interesting,  
there   fore, that here in season 11 this see -
m ingly ultimate trust in the natural scien-
ces as the foundation of authority seems 
to crack, at least slightly. This seems to 
shake the characters, so that they even 
consider changing their career paths or 
research areas, and they also seem to 
some extent to question the foundations 
of their naturalistic worldview. They 
seemingly admit that although natural 
science has given answers to lots of mys-
teries in the universe, it might not – or 
cannot – give the answers to everything.  

This state of mind seems to affect the 
characters for parts of this season. Even 
Sheldon, though he is not questioning 
natu ral sciences as such, seems to ques-
tion to what extent theoretical physics 
really can provide him with the ultimate 
answers he is searching for. Hence his 
‘dabbling in geology’. However, in the 
final episode of the season, while Sheldon 
and Amy are getting ready for their wed-
ding, he and the other scientists seemingly 
have their ‘faith’ in natural sciences resto-
red: 

Sheldon: ‘My equations have been 
trying to describe an imperfect 
world, and the only way to do that 
is to introduce imperfection into 
the underlying theory.’  
Amy: ‘So, instead of supersymme -
try, it would be super asymmetry?’  
Sheldon: ‘(Gasps) Super asymmetry. 
That's it! … So, if I make slightly 
asymmetric knots with sheets in 
four dimensions, I can bootstrap 
the whole idea to a large asymmetry 
in 11 dimensions.’  
Amy: ‘Maybe even at the initial 
moment of creation, the fundamen-
tal forces lacked symmetry.’ 

In the end, the TV series provides no con -
clusion to the deep questions and sincere 
doubts expressed by the characters when 

facing the limitations of the natural scien-
ces. Instead, the faith in science seems to 
be restored, and the scientists embark on 
a new path towards a theory they hope 
will give the answers to the functions and 
foundations of the natural universe. In 
other words, a naturalistic worldview 
seems still to have a stronghold as an ulti-
mate authority. 

The key findings related to ‘the World’ 
in season 11 confirms the overall impres-
sion of the whole series, when it comes to 
a deeply rooted trust in natural science as 
an objective, reliable and ultimate source 
of truth. This deep trust is somewhat  
shaken when Leonard admits that science 
has not been able to produce the desired 
answers to the ultimate questions about 
the universe, leading several of the charac -
ters to question their career paths. At the 
end of the season however, this trust, and 
everyone’s ‘status quo’, is seemingly re -
stored, and the questions of the ultimate 
reliability and possible weaknesses of the 
natural sciences remains unanswered. 
This leaves the overall impression that the 
natural sciences still is the most trust-
worthy foundation for understanding 
reality. 

Key findings related to ‘the Beyond’  
As we saw earlier, ‘the Beyond’ relates to 
views on and attitudes towards the future 
and the religious. The major focus in this 
section will be on the latter part; i.e. views 
and attitudes in season 11 of The Big Bang 
Theory towards religion and ex pressions 
of religious faith in general, and towards 
Christian faith especially. 

But first, some reflections on views of 
the future in this TV series. This can be 
understood in a threefold way; the future 
of the universe, humanity, and the indi-
vidual (or personal) future. The view of 
the future of both humanity and the uni-
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verse seem to be dominantly positive. As 
pointed out in relation to the theme song, 
and as generally confirmed in the entire 
storyline, the view of history and human 
beings are marked by fundamental opti-
mism. The general development of socie-
ty, largely due to the influence of natural 
science, is bringing us forward and 
making us more enlightened.  

When it comes to the individual, per-
sonal future, the focus is the here and 
now, in so far as there seems to be no pur-
pose or meaning inherent in the future, 
which in any way would or should affect 
the life here and now. On the other hand, 
what was identified in relation to natura-
lism and the natural sciences as authori-
ties, or more specifically, the events that 
lead especially Sheldon and Leonard to 
doubt the foundations of their science 
and ultimately their career paths, has 
underlying implications for their view of 
their future. They seem to ask questions 
about how and if they can succeed as  
scientists in the future, and whether their 
science will bring any meaningful contri-
butions to the wider society. But, as their 
faith in science is restored when they dis-
cover the possibility of a theory of super 
asymmetry, their faith in and positive 
view on the future is seemingly restored 
accordingly.56  

It should be noted that religion is por -
trayed mainly in relation to the religious 
backgrounds of the major characters. 
How ard is Jewish, married to Bernadette 
who is Catholic. Raj has a Hindu back -
ground. Sheldon grew up with his moth -
er, Mary, in a devout evangelical Chris -
tian home. All the characters except Mary 
have seemingly left their religious faith, 
but the religious backgrounds are still 
expressed in different ways throughout 
the storyline.57 

When it comes to views on various 

religious aspects and on religion in gene-
ral, this is not a dominant theme in The 
Big Bang Theory. But in contrast to many 
other popular contemporary TV series, 
religion and religious aspects are portray-
ed and discussed explicitly. The clear over -
all impression, when taken at face value, 
is that traditional religion is devalued, 
wheth er through Howard’s syncretistic, 
subjective attitude towards his Judaism or 
through Sheldon’s condescending interac-
tion with his mom’s conservative evange-
lical Christian beliefs. From a rhetorical 
ana lytical perspective, one could claim 
that the TV series presents a mixed attitu-
de, sometimes critical and sometimes 
some  what respectful, toward religion 
(Lewis and Molloy, 2015:88). But the 
underlying strong naturalism seems to 
deride religious faith of any credibility or 
objectivity, as ‘clinging to non-scientific, 
nonempirical justifications of beliefs’ 
(Carlson, 2017). The series clearly por -
tray a wide gap, and even a clear contra-
diction, between religion (including the 
Christian faith) and science. 

It is interesting that this negative por -
trayal, almost without exception, is 
aimed at theistic religions, and more spe-
cifically Judaism and Christian faith.58 

Expressions and beliefs from Judaism is 
mainly connected with Howard. In earli-
er seasons Howard expressed a subjective 
Jewish faith, detached from the Jewish 
tradition and dogmatic content (Kro 
2014). In season 11, Howard’s connec-
tion to Jewish faith only comes across in 
religious rhetoric used to underline 
humorous points, like: ‘Well, these hands 
were made to do three things: close-up 
magic, writing code, and the dirty shadow 
puppet show that got me kicked out of 
Hebrew school.’59 or ‘Don't care. Clean 
slate. Happy Yom Kippur to me.’60 Or 
when Penny suggest names for their new 
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baby: ‘You know, I always thought Chris -
tian was a nice name’, and Howard re -
sponds: ‘I don't know. Sounds a little too 
uncircumcised.’61 The comic frame of Ho -
ward’s religious rhetoric partially seems 
to be observance of Jewish rituals and 
religious holidays and is central to the 
playful irony in Howard’s Jewish identity. 
Thus, this reflects his Jewish background, 
but does not indicate that he has any per-
sonal commitment to the Jewish faith. In 
other words, ‘Howard’s religion rests pri-
marily on cultural identification rather 
than personal practice’. (Lewis and 
Molloy 2015, 95) 

When it comes to portrayals of reli-
gion and views on religion or religious 
faith, the religion with the most focus is 
undoubtedly Christianity. Even though 
Shel don in season 11 seems to have an 
overall softer attitude towards his Chris -
tian mother than in previous seasons, his 
resistance towards religious beliefs in 
general, and Christian beliefs especially, 
continues. It is also in connection with 
Sheldon’s relationship with his mother 
that the views and attitudes towards reli-
gion as a whole – and Christian faith spe-
cifically – are most clearly expressed, and 
where the alleged contradictions between 
Christian faith and science are expressed. 

Sheldon’s mother, Mary, who is a de -
vout, evangelical Christian, comes across 
as loving and caring, but at the same 
time, in contrast to the young scientists, 
she appears as an unintelligent creationist 
and traditionalist, who reads her Bible 
literally. (Lewis and Molloy 2015, 93). 
Undoubtedly, Sheldon loves his mother, 
but he clearly rejects her religious faith, as 
expressed already in the first episode of 
season 11: 

Sheldon: ‘Mother, I have some 
good news to share.’  
Amy: ‘[giddily] We're engaged!’  
Mary Cooper: ‘I am so happy for 

you two, but I'm not surprised. 
I've been praying for this.’ 
Sheldon: ‘Well, God had nothing 
to do with it. It happened because 
I was kissing another woman, and 
it made me realize I wanted to be 
with Amy.’  
Mary Cooper: ‘More than one 
woman was interested in you? I 
might have prayed a little too 
hard.’  
Sheldon: ‘I want to let you know 
right now that we are not getting 
married in a church.’  
Mary Cooper: ‘That's all right, 
Sheldon. Anywhere Jesus is, is a 
church.’  
Sheldon: ‘Well, he won't be at our 
wedding.’  
Mary Cooper: ‘He's in my heart, 
so if I'm there, he'll be there.’  
Sheldon: ‘Okay, well, then he's 
your plus-one. You don't get to 
bring anyone else.’  
Mary Cooper: ‘That's fine. Love 
you.’  
Sheldon: ‘Love you, too. Bye.’  
Mary Cooper: ‘[They hang up] 
Lord, thank you. Even though you 
can do anything, that was mighty 
impressive.’62 

The conversation, although the satirical 
and comical are prevalent, shows the ten-
sion between Sheldon and his mother’s 
faith. Mary brought Jesus and prayer into 
the dialogue, and Sheldon didn’t like it, 
clearly illustrating Sheldon and his moth -
er’s different convictions and perceptions. 
As illustrated here, prayer seems to be a 
recurrent theme of tension, colliding with 
Sheldon’s naturalistic view of reality, 
where miracles or any other divine inter-
vention in our world is out of the ques-
tion. The same conclusion seems to be the 
case when it comes to the presence of 
something divine:  

Mark Hamill: ‘We are gathered 
here today in the sight of family, 
friends and Almighty God.’ 
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Sheldon: ‘That's too religious.’ 
Mark Hamill: ‘That lady over 
there made me say it.’ 
Sheldon’s mother: ‘He heard you, 
and he can't un-hear you.’63 

Both here, and in the previous scene, God 
is almost portrayed as a ‘God of surveil-
lance’. The omniscient God, who in Ma -
ry’s eyes watches over his creation, but in 
Sheldon’s perspective seems – if he was 
real – to intrude in his private life. 

Sheldon also seems to make fun of his 
mother’s Christian belief, comparing it to 
something as mundane and shallow as a 
profile in social media; ‘My mother is 
push ing for my brother, Georgie, to be my 
best man, and I hate to disappoint her 
again. I already rejected her Saviour and 
her LinkedIn invitation.’64 

While religion or religious beliefs are 
constantly challenged or made fun of, the 
natural sciences are never object to the 
same kind of critical treatment. The over -
all impression is that there is a stark con-
tradiction between science and religious 
faith, exemplified through the tension 
between Sheldon’s natural science as a 
theoretical physicist and his mother’s con-
servative, tradition-bound Christianity. 

In conclusion, religion and religious 
aspects may not be among the most fre-
quent themes highlighted in The Big Bang 
Theory, but the fact that religion and reli-
gious aspects are portrayed to the extent 
they are, makes the series stand out. 
Whether it is Howards Jewish identity, 
Sheldon’s evangelical, Christian upbring-
ing, or Raj’s Hindu background, the way 
The Big Bang Theory ‘enjoy making fun 
of the characters and their active or indif-
ferent attitudes toward religion and spiri-
tuality, there is no particularly evident 
malice toward any specific faith or belief 
system.’ (Lewis and Molloy 2015, 99). At 
the same time, the way religion is viewed 

as irrelevant and only appealing to the 
apparently ignorant and simple-minded, 
like Mary, religion and religious faith 
nevertheless seem to have low credibility 
and consequently cannot be a believable 
source for trust or truth about reality 
(Kro 2014, 56). The Big Bang Theory 
may not devalue religious human beings, 
when showing the characters’ religious 
affiliations, but the series clearly devalues 
religion as a source of ultimate truth and 
meaning. The Big Bang Theory seems to 
convey an overall belief in the natural  
sciences as an indisputable and ultimate 
source of truth and thus as the only cre-
dible view of reality, while at the same 
time excluding any notion of a supernatu-
ral divinity. Thus, religion and religious 
beliefs have no ultimate authority and no 
credible grasp of reality. 

Analysis of The Big Bang 
Theory, Season 11:  
The Normative Level 

Foundational Theological Aesthetical 
Concerns 
In this follow-up phase, we offer a norma -
tive theological perspective, where points 
of contact and points of tension are iden-
tified, and a tentative apologetic response 
to these is formulated.  

In line with previous research, our dis-
cussion will be informed by the following 
foundational theological aesthetical con-
cerns:  

(a) Movie as a contemporary art form 
reflects the dual nature of humanity, 
both as gloriously made in the image 
of God and as being guilty sinners.  

(b) Movies are significant listening posts 
in the art of double listening, which 
provides us with key insights about the 
human dilemma and about influential 
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worldview messages.  

(c) The consumption of movies has a key 
role in worldview formation across 
gene rations but seems potentially to 
have a special influence on children 
and youth, thus providing us with a 
special window into significant mea-
ning-making processes through visual 
storytelling and interpretation. (M.S. 
Dahle 2019, 15-29) 

As mentioned earlier, the art of double lis-
tening to the Word and the world was for-
mulated as a missional concept by evan -
gelical theologian John Stott. He advised 
Christian preachers and communicators 
‘to see some of the most notable films and 
plays, since nothing mirrors contempora-
ry society more faithfully than the stage 
and the screen’ (1982, 193). 

The Big Bang Theory is undoubtedly a 
highly significant contemporary televi-
sion series, also in view of the worldview 
messages communicated in and through 
this fictional universe. The opportunities 
and challenges represented by these world -
view messages need to be taken seriously 
by Christian theologians, communica-
tors, and apologists.  

Apologetic Tasks: Exploring Key 
Points of Contact 
Despite its dominant secular worldview 
messages, The Big Bang Theory includes 
some implicit pointers to Christian truth. 
The deep fascination in the series with  
science and technology points to structure 
and order in the universe, which – accord -
ing to Christian apologetics – is explained 
most satisfactorily by a Christian natural 
theology. Furthermore, the key role of 
humour in the TV series points to some 
uniquely human features, as a signpost to 
humanity created in the image of God. 

Such key points of contact may be seen 

as ‘signals of transcendence’, to use Peter 
Berger’s rich term. These signals include 
‘such typical human experiences as hope, 
play, humour, order and judgment’ 
(Guinness 2015, 142). They are  

phenomena that are to be found 
within the domain of our ‘natural’ 
reality but that appear to point be -
yond that reality … In short, a sig-
nal of transcendence points beyond 
one belief and points toward anoth -
er belief – or at the very least, it 
points towards what might be true 
or would have to be true if the sig-
nal’s pointing is to have any satisfac -
tory ending. (Guinness 2015, 134)  

It is the calling of the Christian apologist 
to trigger these signals by helping people 
‘to hear, to listen and to understand those 
signals, and then to help them follow to 
where they lead’. (Guinness 2015, 147). 
Thus, exploring ‘play, humour, [and] 
order’ in the fictional universe of The Big 
Bang Theory, as well as Sheldon’s and 
Leo nard’s doubts about natural sciences 
as the ultimate source and answer, could 
lead towards a gradual discovery of cre-
dible and attractive arguments and stories 
found in natural theology and Christian 
apologetics. 

Furthermore, although Sheldon’s moth -
 er Mary is treated by his son as a funda-
mentalist traditionalist, she comes across 
as a humble person, always wanting ‘to 
give Jesus credit’. She is transparent and 
open in talking about her Christian faith, 
and she is always ready to defend it. Even 
though she comes across as naïve and  
clearly is the Christian ‘fool bearer’ 
(Guin ness 2015, 67f) in the series, she is 
nevertheless portrayed as being personal-
ly authentic in her beliefs. As viewers, we 
might even get some sympathy for Mary 
and her beliefs, thus beginning to wonder 
whether her son could be unfair in his 
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unrelenting critique of her traditional 
Christian faith. If so, a classical Christian 
faith might be well worth exploring. 

Apologetic Tasks: Exploring Key 
Points of Tension 
The analysis above has identified the sec u -
lar worldview perspectives of naturalism 
and scientism as being dominant in this 
season of the TV series. However, ‘[through] 
the lens of The Big Bang Theory, we can 
see how attempts to develop a thorough -
going scientistic worldview are bound to 
fail, calling for more balanced approaches 
to understanding the world around us’ 
(Pigliucci 2012, 129) 

Exploring such points of tension illu -
 strates the apologetic approach called 
‘turning the tables’, in this case showing 
how naturalism and scientism fail. This 
strategy ‘turns on the fact that all argu-
ments cut both ways. It therefore proce-
eds by taking people seriously in terms of 
what they believe and disbelieve, and 
then pushing them towards the conse-
quences of their unbelief’. (Guinness 2015: 
109) This includes challenging ‘scientistic 
believers’ ‘whether they can know 
enough science to tear the mask off natu-
re and stare at the face of God.’ (Kowals -
ki 2012, 2) 

This apologetic approach of ‘turning 
the tables’ is an illustration of ‘the fool 
maker’ (Guinness 2015:72f), where the 
naturalist and the scientist are shown to 
be ‘fools proper’ (Guinness 2015:66f). If 
so, there is no fundamental contradiction 
between the natural sciences and the 
Chris tian faith. On the contrary, Chris -
tians would argue that the natural scien-
ces – ultimately – only make sense within 
a traditional Christian worldview with a 
belief in a personal Creator, having crea-
ted nature as ordered and intelligible and 
human beings in His image as rational, 

curious, and creative.65  
Furthermore, Christians would argue 

that biblical natural theology and Chris -
tian apologetics contain coherent and cre-
dible arguments for the central truth  
claims of a Christian worldview. Thus, the 
portrayal in this humorous fictional uni-
verse of Sheldon’s Christian mother Mary 
as naïve and superstitious, may illustrate 
widespread secular prejudices about Chris -
tians, but has no bearing on the actual 
intellectual foundations of the Christian 
faith. Such challenges to secular prejudi-
ces about Christianity, may open exciting 
avenues of fruitful exploration of central 
Christian truth claims.66 

Conclusions  

Answering the Research Questions 

1. How are naturalism, scientism, and 
anti-religious attitudes being expressed 
and portrayed in season 11 in The Big 
Bang Theory? 

We may now briefly summarize the find -
ings of our worldview analysis above. 

The first overall impression is that this 
season is characterized by naturalism and 
strong scientism. Any supernatural beliefs 
are rejected as superstitious and science 
seems to be the only valid source of truth 
and meaning. When we look closer, how -
ever, naturalism and weak scientism seem 
to be the underlying worldview perspecti-
ves. Supernatural beliefs are rejected as 
irrational, but although the overall trust 
is in science, there are moments where 
other sources of truth and meaning seem 
to be given credibility. Like when Raj 
reflects that love is not science, but ‘a 
mystery that’s greater than ourselves’. Or 
when Sheldon and Leonard doubt the 
foundations of their science and they 
wonder whether answers must be found 
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elsewhere. But as the overall storyline 
show, they still hold science as the most 
authoritative source of truth and mea-
ning, as do advocates of weak scientism. 

The creative use of humour, irony, and 
satire at times weakens the overall por -
trayal of naturalism, scientism, and anti-
religious attitudes as the dominant world-
view messages in The Big Bang Theory. 
Nevertheless, it could be argued that these 
secular worldviews messages probably 
remain in the viewers’ perceptions as defi-
ning ultimate truth and meaning for the 
major character in this TV series, and the-
refore may be considered as attractive 
secular worldview alternatives for the  
viewers themselves. 
2. What opportunities and challenges do 

these secular beliefs, ideas, and motifs 
represent for Christian cultural apolo-
getics? 

We may now briefly summarize key 
opportunities and challenges. Regarding 
points of tension, it is important to bear 
in mind that even though they present 
challenges in the first place, a challenge 
can be turned into an opportunity. 

The main challenge is the strong view 
of contradiction between science and reli-
gion in general and Christian faith in par-
ticular. Religion is viewed as a matter of 
blind beliefs, whereas science is viewed as 
being based on facts. Thus, only scientists 
have a proper foundation for knowledge 
and truth, contrary to religious people 
who are superstitious and simple minded, 
believing in myths and fairy tales. A con-
sequence of this is that only scientific 
explanations are viewed as reliable, which 
then leads to reductionism and fragmen-
tation.  

As pointed out in our analysis, most of 
the characters seem to struggle with this 
fragmentation on different levels and areas 

of life. This then illustrates how a challen-
ge to Christian faith can be turned into an 
opportunity for Christians to demonstrate 
a coherent worldview. From there, one 
may be given an opportunity to acknow-
ledge the truths of science, as well as iden-
tifying its limitations. Furthermore, oppor -
tunities may be given to make obvious 
that science also carries with it an element 
of faith, and thus is not neutral. 

The most obvious point of contact is 
found in the fact that there is actually a 
structured and orderly universe to be ex -
plored. From a biblical viewpoint the rea-
son is found in God, the Creator. Further, 
need for fellowship, love, care, encoura-
gement and affirmation, as well the dis -
satisfaction regarding science’ lack of ful-
filling the need for coherence that is being 
portrayed in The Big Bang Theory serve 
as key points of contact.  

Regarding portrayal of Christian faith 
in The Big Bang Theory, Sheldon’s moth -
er has the courage to proclaim her faith, 
even though she comes across as quite 
naïve. From an apologetic perspective this 
serves as an opportunity for inviting 
people to explore what Christianity is all 
about, and also challenges the notion of 
privatizing one’s faith. 

So What? Some Final Reflections on 
Key Cultural Apologetic Tasks 
The Big Bang Theory ‘reveals a creative 
interpretation of the culture of scientific 
nerds and geeks as well as culture per spec -
tives (including religion) of a vast majori-
ty of viewers of the show.’ (Lewis and 
Molloy 2015, 91). Maybe it is true that 
The Big Bang Theory mirrors the majority 
of the viewers’ perspectives and attitudes 
towards culture, including science and 
religion. However (as pointed out earli-
er), popular culture, including The Big 
Bang Theory, not only mirrors, but also 
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moulds the viewers perspectives and atti-
tudes, including towards the issues high-
lighted here. That clearly shows us that 
popular culture plays a key role in the 
world view formation of young people, 
and therefore challenges Christians to 
reflect on popular culture as a key apolo-
getic task, with a view towards identify-
ing both opportunities and challenges for 
communicating Christian faith to young 
people today. 

The strong belief in science we have 
seen in The Big Bang Theory conveys both 
an opportunity and a challenge for Chris -
tian cultural apologetics, when it comes 
to the foundations of faith, truth, and the 
view of reality as a whole. In view ing the 
sort of faith conveyed in science in The 
Big Bang Theory, one could describe this 
as ‘functional religiosity’, meaning that 
the foundations are secular, but the 
functions are virtually religious. This pro-
vides the characters with a shared frame 
of reference for their worldview, where 

natural sciences and naturalistic perspec-
tives guide their view of reality, human 
beings, and values. This aspect also 
demonstrates the notion that everyone 
has a worldview, and for some that 
worldview is so firmly rooted in natura-
listic notions that they resemble a religio-
us faith, but with a secular foundation. 
This could be an opportunity for Chris -
tian cultural apologetics to disclose the 
popular notion that religion equals blind 
faith and science equals facts. 

When this essay was published, The 
Big Bang Theory had finished their last 
season. The series continues to be popu-
lar through replays and streaming, and 
the secular perspectives of the series 
remains influential in popular culture. 
This is illustrated by the popular spin-off 
series Young Sheldon, with a storyline 
focussing on Sheldon’s childhood, and 
with the same overall secular perspectives 
and attitudes as The Big Bang Theory. 
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Notes 
1 The expression ‘unraveling the mystery’ is from the opening theme song of The Big Bang Theory. It was 
also used in the title ‘Unraveling the Mystery: A Big Bang Farewell’, ‘a retrospective special episode of the 
twelfth season ... aired on May 16, 2019, following the series finale.’  
(https://bigbangtheory.fandom.com/wiki/Unraveling_the_Mystery:_A_Big_Bang_Farewell;  
retrieved 12th Oct. 2019) 
2 The quote is from Pigliucci 2012, 128. 
3 See further Pigliucci 2012, 128ff. 
4 ‘Science, Natural Theology, and Christian Apologetics’ is the overall theme for this supplementary issue of 
Theofilos. 
5 Quoted in Richardson, R. and B. Miles (2003), 1. 
6 ‘We listen to the Word with humble reverence, anxious to understand it, and resolved to believe and obey 
what we come to understand. We listen to the world with critical alertness, anxious to understand it too, and 
resolved not necessarily to believe and obey it, but to sympathize with it and seek grace to discover how the 
gospel relates to it.’ (Stott 1992, 28) 
7 See Keller 2016, 5-6. 
8 See L. Dahle 2018. 
9 Viewership for The Big Bang Theory has been ranged from 14+ (https://www.commonsensemedia.org/ 
tvreviews/the-big-bang-theory; retrieved 12th Oct. 2019). Statistics from 2018 show that among youth and 
adults ranging 18-54, about half of the people interviewed watched the series ‘sometimes’ or ‘daily/weekly’. 
In other words, the series is popular among adults as well:  
(https://www.statista.com/statistics/876495/big-bangtheory-viewership-age/ ; retrieved 12th Oct. 2019). 
10 At the time of writing, season 12 aired on American and Norwegian television channels, but not streamed 
in Norway. 
11 See M. S. Dahle and B. Hinderaker 2020. 
12 This definition is a development of Naugle’s proposal that a proper understanding of worldview must 
include the intellectual ideas (the content), the spiritual-moral dimensions (the heart) and the semiotic signs 
(the carriers of meaning). (See further the analysis and summary of Naugle’s worldview concept in Sire 2015, 
46-55.) 
13 See further M. S. Dahle 2010 and M. S. Dahle 2019. 
14 The whole speech is found at https://djamesauthor.blogspot.com/2013/10/philip-pullmans-carnegiemedal.html  
(retrieved 12th Oct. 2019). 
15 See further M. S. Dahle 2017 og M. S. Dahle 2019. 
16 In a blog post at https://cpyu.org/2018/03/08/a-passionate-appeal-to-parents (retrieved 12th Oct. 2019). 
17 Some of the most well-known examples are Friends (1994-2004), How I Met Your Mother (2005-2014) 
and Modern Family (2009- ), in addition to The Big Bang Theory (2007-2019). 
18 In a blog post ‘Why bother with soap?’ http://www.tonywatkins.co.uk/media/television/why-bother-withsoap/ 
(Published 2010, 3rd Sept.2010). 
19 Quoted in Mills 2015:1. According to Brett Mills, theories about humour have traditionally been spilt 
into three camps; superiority, incongruity and relief, even though the three categories overlap, with varying 
degrees of relevance to media communication. Furthermore, Mills points out that many analyses place the 
humour of sitcoms within the category of superior theory. Here humour arises from attaining a position of 
‘sudden glory’, in which laughter reinforces positions and is inevitably defines as a negative social phenomenon. 
In this way the jokes of sitcoms have been seen to confirm hegemonic ideologies. (See Mills 2015, 90) 
20 See Turner 2013, 15. 
21 Quoted in Turner 2013, 16. 
22 ‘Paradigm Shift Interview’ by Philip H. Farber; (retrieved 29th May 2019). 
23 An illustrating example is the 2017-2018 season, where The Big Bang Theory was the most watched TV 
series in US with an average of 18.634 million viewers, only beaten by NBC’s NFL Sunday Night Football. 
(See https://deadline.com/2018/05/2017-2018-tv-series-ratings-rankings-full-list-of-shows-1202395851/ ; retrieved 
12th Oct. 2019.) 
24 Lorre and Prady serve as executive producers for The Big Bang Theory, along with Steven Molaro and 
Steve Holland. We should also note the well-known series Dharma & Greg (with both Lorre and Prady), 
Two and a Half Men (with Lorre) and Gilmore Girls (with Prady). 
25 See further https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Big_Bang_Theory and 
https://bigbangtheory.fandom.com/wiki/Main_Page. 
26 See https://tvline.com/2018/08/22/the-big-bang-teory-ending-season-12-final-episode/.  
27 ‘Young Sheldon’ is one of the most-watched shows on broadcast and the second most-wached comedy, 
behind only ‘Big Bang.’ https://variety.com/2019/tv/news/young-sheldon-renewed-season-3-4-cbs-1203146124/ 
(retrieved 12th Oct 2019). 
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28 https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/live-feed/big-bang-theory-series-finale-explained-chuck-lorre-how-it-
ended-1211557 (published 16th May 2019; retrieved 25th May 2019). 
29 See further Cooper 2014. 
30 See esp. Pigliucci 2012, Barkman and Kowalski 2012, Kro 2014, and Lewis and Molloy 2015. 
31 Quoted in Lennox 2019, 18. 
32 See esp. the discussion on naturalism, secular humanism and Marxism in Sire 2019, 66-93. 
33 McGrath refers to philosopher Ian Kidd’s insightful observation that ‘three basic ‘impulses’ can be dis-
cerned as lying behind the rise of scientism: 1. An imperialist urge …, 2. A salvific urge … [and] 3. An abso-
lutist urge …’ (McGrath 2019, 57) 
34 ‘Christian apologetics is both a science and an art. It is an academic discipline, rigorously grounded in 
Christian theology, and passionately concerned to demonstrate and defend the truth of Christianity. But it is 
also a craft, a creative attempt to ensure that the gospel proclamation meshes as closely as possible with the 
needs and concerns of human existence.’ (McGrath 1992, 265) Thus, whereas the science of apologetics is a 
branch of systematic theology, the art of apologetics is an integrated part of practical theology. 
35 Quoted in Williams 2019, 79-80. 
36 See M. S Dahle and I. T. Kro 2013, and M. S. Dahle and I. T. Kro 2018. 
37 See M.S. Dahle 2010, M.S. Dahle 2017, and M.S. Dahle 2019. 
38 See further Kro 2014. 
39 See See https://bigbangtheory.fandom.com/wiki/The_Big_Bang_Theory (retrieved 12th Oct. 2019). 
40 In writing this song, Robertson was influenced by Simon Singh's Big Bang: The Most Important Scientific 
Discovery of All Time and Why You Need to Know About It, often nicknamed ‘The History of Everything’. 
The title theme is the first verse of a whole song.  
See further https://www.songfacts.com/facts/barenakedladies/the-big-bang-theory (retrieved 12th Oct. 2019). 
41 In Norway the season aired a few months later, mainly during 2018. 
42 Supersymmetry may be defined as ‘a hypothetical symmetry among groups of particles containing 
fermions and bosons, especially in theories of gravity (supergravity) that unify electromagnetism, the weak 
force, and the strong force with gravity into a single unified force’  
(https://www.dictionary.com/browse/supersymmetry ; retrieved 12th Oct. 2019). 
43 It should be mentioned that Sheldon’s mother and brother, as well as Bernadette’s father and Amy’s par-
ents, are part of this season, but – in line with this fictional universe as a whole – the family members are not 
being described as clear family units. 
44 Episode 18: ‘The Gates Excitation’. 
45 Episode 9: ‘The Bitcoin Entanglement’. 
46 Episode 12: ‘The Matrimonial Metric’. 
47 Episode 18: ‘The Retraction Reaction’ 
48 Episode 7: ‘The Geology Methodology’. Here, her ‘checkered past’ means ‘the ups and downs’ of her 
past. 
49 Episode 14: «The Separation Triangulation» 
50 Throughout the series, Raj’s Hindu background is seldom mentioned, and when it is, it is mainly as a cul-
tural identification. Religious practices only come into play when it serves his best interests. (See also Lewis 
and Molloy 2015, 97.) 
51 Episode 7: The Geology Methodology. 
52 Episode 12: The Matrimonial Metric. 
53 Episode 2: The Retraction Reaction. 
54 Episode 2: The Retraction Reaction. 
55 Episode 2: The Retraction Reaction. 
56 Further on, related to aspects of the future, Howard and Bernadette’s reflections around having another 
baby and managing family life, and Penny and Leonard talking about the possibility of having children, 
reveals aspects of the future, but with no clear links to this article’s focus on naturalism or scientism, and will 
therefore not be explored any further here. 
57 For Leonard, Penny and Amy, there are no clear pointers to any kind of religious upbringing. Their view 
on religion seems to be benign indifference, pointing towards more atheistic or agnostic upbringings, except 
for the times Penny reveals an openness to supernatural, more New Age-related experiences, such as psychics.  
58 It is interesting to note that Islam is never mentioned, thus apparently not subject to the same kind of 
sceptical treatment as the other theistic religions. 
59 Episode 5: ‘The Collaboration Contamination’. 
60 Episode 15: ‘The Novelization Correlation’. 
61 Episode 16: ‘The Neonatal Nomenclature’. 
62 Episode 1: ‘The Proposal Proposal’. 
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63 Episode 24: The Bou Tie Asymmetri. 
64 Episode 12: The Matrimonial Metric. 
65 See e.g. Lennox 2009, Lennox 2011, Lennox 2019, and McGrath 2019. 
66 The first titles of the new popular-level Questioning Faith Series illustrate such fruitful explorations:  
Can science explain everything? (John Lennox); Am I just my brain? (Sharon Dirckx); Is Jesus history?  
(John Dickson); Why does God care who I sleep with? (Sam Allberry); and Where is God in all the suffering? 
(Amy Orr-Ewing). (See further https://www.thegoodbook.com/series/questioning-faith/; retrieved 16th Nov. 
2020.) 



Science, Natural Philosophy, and 
Natural Theology 
In his ‘Address to the Clergy’, John Wes ley 
(1703-1791) urged: 

Some knowledge of the sciences also, 
is . . . expedient . . . the knowledge 
of one . . . is even necessary . . . I 
mean logic. For what is this, if 
rightly understood, but the art of 
good sense, of apprehending things 
clearly, judging truly, and reasoning 
conclusively? What is it, viewed in 
another light, but the art of lear-
ning and teaching; whether by con-
vincing or persuading? What is 
there, then, in the whole compass 
of science, to be desired in compa-
rison of it? . . . Should not a 

Minister be acquainted too with at 
least the general grounds of natural 
philosophy? Is not this a great help 
to the accurate understanding of 
several passages of Scripture? Assis -
ted by this, he may himself compre-
hend, and on proper occasions 
explain to others, how the invisible 
things of God are seen from the 
creation of the world; how ‘the 
heavens declare the glory of God, 
and the firmament showeth his 
handiwork;’ till they cry out, ‘O 
Lord, how manifold are thy works! 
In wisdom hast thou made them 
all.’1 

To grasp the meaning of Wesley’s advice, 
it helps to know that the Latin word  
scientia (from which we derive the word 
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‘science’) simply meant ‘knowledge’. For 
scholars from classical times until the 
nineteenth century, every academic disci-
pline that laid claim to knowledge was by 
definition scientific. This included the sci-
ences of theology (‘the queen of sciences’) 
and theology’s ‘handmaid’ philosophy; 
the latter being a broad subject that inclu-
ded the sub-disciplines of rhetoric (and 
thus logic), natural philosophy (inquiry 
into the physical cosmos), and the mak -
ing of arguments for God’s existence (a 
discipline called natural theology). 

Whilst the scriptures quoted by Wesley 
(Romans 1:18–20, Psalm 19) may be read 
as affirming that God can be intuitively 
perceived through contemplating crea-
tion, rather than as affirming that good 
arguments can be constructed linking 
creation to God (a matter of ‘general 
revelation’ rather than ‘natural theolo -
gy’2), they at least lay a foundation con-
ducive to natural theology. Another scrip-
ture worth noting in this context is Paul’s 
speech to the Lycaonians (Acts 14:15-17).3 
As Norman L. Geisler writes: ‘It should 
not seem strange to those who believe in 
God’s manifestation in His creation 
(Rom. 1:19–29; Ps. 19:1) that it is pos-
sible to arrive at knowledge of God by 
inference from these manifestations.’4 

Natural Theology and Theology 
of Nature 
British scientist turned theologian Alister 
McGrath advocates a ‘theology of nature’ 
defined as ‘a Christian understanding of 
the natural world that reflects the core 
assumptions of the Christian faith.’5 He 
ex plains: 

The trajectory of thought here is 
from within the Christian tradition 
towards nature rather than from 
nature towards faith. This theology 

of nature is often expressed parti-
cularly in terms of the doctrine of 
creation . . . The Christian faith is 
here understood to provide an inter -
pretative framework by which 
nature may be seen in profound and 
significant ways . . . like a lens 
bring ing a vast landscape into sharp 
focus, or a map helping us grasp 
the features of the terrain around 
us.6 

For McGrath, a ‘theology of nature’ isn’t 
opposed to ‘natural theology’, but a way 
of approaching it: 

The capacity of the Christian vision 
of reality to ‘fit in’ so much of what 
we see around us and experience 
within us . . . can be seen as an indi-
cation of both its truth and its 
trustworthiness. Christianity makes 
sense of what we know about the 
history of the cosmos, especially 
the curious phenomenon of fine 
tuning. It helps make sense of the 
complexity of human nature, inclu-
ding our propensity to failure and 
self-delusion on the one hand and 
our genuine aspirations to good-
ness on the other.7 

McGrath prefers this approach to natural 
theology over others because it’s in sym-
pathy with his preferred apologetic metho -
dology: ‘My approach is more like a  
scien tist than a philosopher,’8 explains 
McGrath, ‘I would describe my approach 
as ‘inductive’ or ‘abductive’ . . .’9 Indeed, 
McGrath extols ‘a new style of natural 
theology adapted to the methods of natu-
ral science rather than conforming to the 
conventions of the philosophy of reli-
gion.’10 However, this latter distinction 
rests on a caricature of ‘the philosophy of 
religion’ as exclusively concerned with 
deductive arguments which claim ‘to 
prove the existence of God’.11 

On the one hand, contemporary philo-
sophers of religion generally recognize 
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that, in most contexts, including natural 
theology, there is no such thing as a ratio-
nally coercive argument. As Stephen T. 
Da vis observes: ‘few arguments are intel -
lec tually coercive . . .’12 Indeed, Alvin Plan -
 tinga comments that: 

A person might, when confronted 
with an argument he sees to be va lid 
for a conclusion he deeply disbelie-
ves from premises he knows to be 
true, give up (some of) those premi-
ses: in this way you can reduce 
someone from knowledge to igno-
rance by giving him an argument he 
sees to be valid from premises he 
knows to be true.13 

In other words, the effectiveness of an 
argu ment is person-relative.14 

On the other hand, natural theology 
has long incorporated arguments beyond 
the stereotypical ‘proofs’ of medieval scho -
lasticism. For example, F.C. Copleston 
ad vanced a ‘best explanation’15 argument 
from religious experience in his 1948 de -
bate with Bertrand Russell. F.R. Tennant 
made a cumulative argument from ‘cos -
mic teleology’ in the second volume of his 
Philosophical Theology (Cambridge Uni -
ver sity Press, 1930).16 William Paley’s 
famous ‘watch-maker’ argument from 
the early nineteenth century was framed 
as an inference (though it’s often incor-
rectly portrayed as an argument by ana -
logy).17 Blaise Pascal formulated an 
abductive version of the argument from 
desire in his seventeenth century Pen -
sées.18. Even Thomas Aquinas’ ‘Five 
Ways’ from Summa Theologica included 
an argument (i..e the ‘fifth way’) resting 
upon the inference that ‘natural bodies, 
act for an end, and this is evident from 
their acting always, or nearly always, in 
the same way, so as to obtain the best 
result.’19 

Moreover, twentieth century philoso -

phers of religion explicitly imitated argu-
mentative strategies from the natural sci-
ences in natural theology. For example, 
Basil Mitchel used an analysis of scientific 
rationality in pursuit of The Justification 
of Religious Belief (Macmillan, 1973). 
Richard Swinburne’s influential natural 
theology likewise takes its cues from scien -
tific inferences and is famously structured 
using Bayes’ probability theorem.20 

In the final analysis, a preference for a 
given apologetic methodology cannot 
overrule the need to judge every purpor-
ted argument for God on its individual 
merits, regardless of its logical form. 

Natural Theology Under Fire 
The project of natural theology, stret-
ching at least as far back as the ancient 
Greeks21, came under fire in the early 
twentieth century from both within and 
without Christianity.22 

Natural Theology Takes a Cold Bath 
In the theology of Karl Barth, not only 
was natural theology ‘set against the re -
vealed religion of Christ in Scripture’ due 
in part to the former’s historical linkage 
‘with German national Volk-religion’, but 
‘biblical theology became isolated from 
rationality, presupposing its own truth ...’23 
Barth held that knowledge of God comes 
only through special revelation: 

God in his sovereignty makes him-
self knowable. Man in his sinful-
ness cannot otherwise obtain any 
knowledge of God. A great gulf is 
fixed, bridged only by God in dis -
closing himself in Christ through 
the work of the Holy Spirit. Such 
knowledge is entirely a work of 
grace, unaided by human intellect.24 

As Peter May goes on to explain, Barth: 
did not believe in arguments or evi-
dences to proclaim Christianity, 
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and his influence persists strongly 
today. Such rational approaches to 
belief could in his view do nothing 
to facilitate a personal encounter 
with Christ. The evidence of nature 
and apologetic reasoning had no 
role in bringing people to faith. In 
his view, such rational thought 
could only be of benefit for those 
who already believed in God, and 
such belief could only come about 
by God’s revelation of himself.25 

As creator, God obviously takes the initia-
tive in making himself knowable to hu -
ma nity. However, to say that human (God-
given) reasoning plays no role in bringing 
people to knowledge of or to faith in 
God/Christ, flies in the face of plentiful 
scriptural evidence to the contrary (e.g. 
Exodus 7:5; Ezekiel 25:11; John 14:11 & 
20:29-31; Acts 1:3, 2:1-42, 9:22, 14:15-
17 & 17:30-31; Romans 1:17-19; 1 Peter 
3:15)26, as well as plentiful testimony 
from people whose belief in God and/or 
commitment to Christ was at least parti-
ally facilitated by Christian apologetics.27 
As a case in point, I was delighted to 
receive an e-mail from Venezuela some 
years ago offering testimony that: 

as a graduate student of philoso -
phy, I’m a eager reader of your books 
and online articles, which have 
been instrumental in my rejection 
of agnosticism and naturalism and 
have contributed strongly to make 
me a new-born Christian. 

Once upon a time in Vienna 
There was a time, in the early twentieth 
century, when thinking about God was 
nearly banished from academia because 
of the many academics who thought that 
talk about ‘God’ was literally meaning -
less. They thought that ‘God-talk’ made 
no sense beyond its emotive content. 
‘God’ wasn’t the only subject to suffer 

such banishment. Assertions about right 
and wrong, beauty and ugliness – all sta-
tements that were metaphysical in nature 
– were widely considered to be literally 
nonsense. 

The enforcer of this philosophical dress 
code was the now infamous ‘verification 
principle’ sponsored by a group of thin-
kers known as ‘logical positivists’. Kelly 
James Clark explains that logical positi-
vism: ‘began in the early 1920s in an in -
formal discussion group in Austria called 
the Vienna Circle. The original members, 
led by physicist Moritz Schlick, included 
mathematicians, physicists, sociologists 
and economists but no professional philo-
sophers.’28 This omission was unfortuna-
te, because: ‘United by their passionate 
dislike of the metaphysical . . . the group 
developed a unified philosophy that em -
braced science and attempted to destroy 
philosophy.’29 Attempting to develop a 
unified philosophy that dispenses with 
philosophy makes about as much sense as 
Groucho Marx’s comment that he 
wouldn’t belong to any club that would 
have him as a member. Nevertheless, the 
ideas of the Vienna Circle spread far and 
wide. 

The Circle of Exclusion 
Despite some disagreement among the 
members of the Vienna Circle, ‘there was 
an initial impulse to accept the verifica-
tion theory of meaning. . .’30 This theory 
held that any statement that wasn’t true 
by definition (e.g. ‘all bachelors are un -
married men’) was only meaningful if it 
could be empirically verified (at least in 
prin ciple). To ‘empirically verify’ some -
thing means to check it out with the phy-
sical senses (sight, hearing, touch, etc.), at 
least indirectly. In other words, the state-
ment ‘This is a book’ is meaningful, 
because you can verify it by seeing,  
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hearing, touching, smelling and/or tasting 
the book; but a statement like ‘That sun-
set is beautiful’ is not meaningful because 
you can’t verify it’s meaning by seeing, 
hearing, touching, smelling or tasting the 
‘beauty’ of the sunset. Likewise, positi-
vists hold that the statement ‘God exists’ 
cannot be verified and is therefore mean-
ingless, a use of language on a par with 
non sense poetry (like the parts of ‘Jabber -
wocky’ that Lewis Carroll didn’t define31). 
It may have an emotional resonance, but 
it has no rational content that can be 
understood or judged as being an accurate 
or inaccurate representation of reality. 

The Influence of Language, Truth & 
Logic 
The primary importer of logical positi-
vism into Britain, and hence into Anglo-
American analytic philosophy, was A.J. 
Ayer (1910-1989). Unlike the members of 
the Vienna Circle, Alfred Jules Ayer 
(known to his friends as ‘Freddie’) was a 
philosopher. Ayer studied philosophy at 
Oxford under Gilbert Ryle before beco-
ming a professor himself, ending up back 
at Oxford for a time (1947–59). 

Ayer was immersed in logical positi-
vism during 1932 whilst studying (at 
Ryle’s recommendation) with Moritz 
Schlick in Vienna. This visit filled the gap 
between Ayer’s university finals and tak -
ing up his first lectureship. Two years 
later, Ayer started work on the book that 
would make his name: Language, Truth 
& Logic (1936): 

Ayer’s philosophical ideas were lar-
gely parasitic on those of the Vie n na 
Circle. However, his clear, vibrant 
and (arguably) arrogant exposition 
of them makes Language, Truth and 
Logic essential reading on the 
tenets of logical positivism – the 
book is a classic and is widely read 
in philosophy courses around the 
world.32 

Ayer proclaimed: 

The term ‘God’ is a metaphysical 
term. And if ‘God’ is a metaphysi-
cal term, then it cannot even be 
pro bable that a god exists. For to 
say that ‘God exists’ is to make a 
metaphysical utterance which can-
not be either true or false. . . If a 
puta tive proposition fails to satisfy 
[the verification] principle, and is 
not a tautology, then. . . it is meta -
physical, and . . . being metaphysi-
cal, it is neither true nor false but 
literally senseless.33 

As Ayer admitted, positivism entailed that 
the denial of God’s existence was just as 
meaningless as the affirmation of his exis -
tence, atheism as irrational as theism: ‘If 
the assertion that there is a god is nonsen-
sical, then the atheist’s assertion that there 
is no god is equally non-sensical.’34 

Likewise, according to Ayer: 

Such aesthetic words as ‘beautiful’ 
and ‘hideous’ are employed, not to 
make statements of fact, but simply 
to express certain feelings and evo -
ke a certain response. It follows, as 
in ethics, that there is no sense in 
attributing objective validity to aes-
thetic judgements, and no possibili-
ty of arguing about questions of 
value in aesthetics . . . there is noth -
ing in aesthetics, any more than 
there is in ethics, to justify the view 
that it embodies a unique type of 
knowledge. It should now be clear 
that the only information which we 
can legitimately derive from the 
study of our aesthetic and moral 
experiences is information about 
our own mental and physical 
make-up.35 

Copleston noted that ‘Ayer’s writings 
exercised a widespread influence, particu-
larly perhaps on university students, for 
whom it possessed the charm of novelty 
and an atmosphere of daring.’36 Ayer’s 
declaration that God-talk is nonsense has 
influenced generations of scholars, despite 
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the fact that his book originally only sold 
‘just over 1,000 copies (64 years later, the 
book still sells 2,000 a year in Britain: a 
1945 reprint in the United States has sold 
300,000).’37 As Hilary Spurling observes: 

It was one of those books that gal-
vanize a whole generation. Ambi -
tio us undergraduates commonly 
read it at a sitting. Their elders were 
appalled. When students tried to 
discuss the book at an Oxford se mi -
 nar, the Master of Balliol flung it 
through the window. Ayer was de -
nounced by a housemaster at Win -
ches ter School as the wickedest man 
in Oxford. Asked what came next, 
the young iconoclast said cheerful-
ly: ‘There’s no next. Philosophy has 
come to an end. Finished.’38 

However, within a few of decades it became 
clear that philosophy had not come to an 
end and that positivism was ‘finished’, at 
least within academic philosophy. In 
1943, E.L. Mascall observed that ‘the 
logical positivists’ position seems to be 
crumbling from within . . .’39 Two deca-
des after Language, Truth and Logic was 
published, Copleston wrote: ‘There are 
few British philosophers who willingly 
accept the title of ‘positivists’ or who 
make open profession of applying the 
principle of verifiability as a criterion of 
mea ning . . . [Positivism] is no longer 
fashionable.’40 In The Cosmological 
Argument: A Reassessment (Charles C. 
Thomas, 1972), Bruce R. Reichenbach 
commented: ‘The era is past when all 
metaphysical statements or arguments 
can simply be dismissed as silly or sense-
less, since they do not meet a pre-estab -
lish ed criterion of verifiability.’41 Despite 
being a dead issue in academic philoso -
phy, the ghost of positivism continues to 
inspire uninformed attacks upon philo-
sophy in general and natural theology in 
particular. 

A Negative Assessment of Positivism 
A number of factors explain the near  
to tal demise of positivism. 

Ironically for materialists who embra-
ced logical positivism, ‘materialism would 
have to be rejected as nonsense by a strict 
interpretation of logical positivism’.42. 
The claim that matter is objectively real 
is, after all, neither true by definition nor 
something that can be verified by sense 
data (since it’s the nature of what the sen-
ses perceive that’s in question). 

Indeed, positivism makes not only 
mate rialism, but also a realist account of 
science, impossible. As Copleston argued: 

if the meaning of an existential pro-
position consists, according to the 
principle, in its verifiability, it is im -
pos sible, I think, to escape an infi-
nite regress, since the verification 
will still itself need verification, and 
so on indefinitely. If this is so, then 
all [existential] propositions, includ -
ing scientific ones, are meaning -
less.43 

In an article published in 1960, philoso -
pher John Hick pointed out that, when 
made precise enough, the statement that 
‘God exists’ is, in principle at least, indi-
rectly verifiable. Hick argued that: 

A set of expectations based upon 
faith in the historic Jesus as the in -
carnation of God, and in his teach -
ing as being divinely authoritative, 
could be so fully confirmed in post-
mortem experience as to leave no 
grounds for rational doubt as to the 
validity of that faith.44 

If you were to die and then find yourself 
in a Christian afterlife – you are given a 
resurrected body and a life in a sinless 
community that revolves around the 
resurrected Jesus Christ – one could sure-
ly count this as an indirect verification of 
God’s existence. Unless positivism is fra-
med broadly enough to allow for indirect 
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verification, many explanatory entities 
within science would count as nonsense, 
because they are verified indirectly. For 
example, scientific theories about so-cal-
led ‘dark matter’ would count as meaning -
less under a verification principle that 
excluded indirect verification.45 Again, just 
as empirical measurement of the back -
ground radiation of the universe provides 
indirect verification of the ‘big bang’ in 
cosmology (to see one isn’t to see the 
other, but to see the one is to see some -
thing from which the other can be infer-
red46), so experiencing the sort of afterlife 
promised in the New Testament would 
likewise provide indirect empirical verifi-
cation of God’s existence. This being so, 
the claim that God exists is open to veri-
fication, in principle, and therefore counts 
as being a meaningful claim according to 
any principle of verification consistent 
with scientific practice.  

In other words, the verification prin-
ciple can’t be used to wall off scientific 
claims about the universe from religious 
claims about its creator, because it either 
lets too much metaphysics or too little sci-
ence into the category of ‘claims that are 
meaningful’. As Llyod Eby observes: ‘All 
attempts to solve this problem of having 
a version of the verification principle . . . 
that admits all scientific statements but 
excludes all metaphysical statements have 
met with failure.’47 Hence, as Hick con -
clu ded: ‘the existence or non-existence of 
the God of the New Testament is a matter 
of fact, and claims as such eventual expe-
riential verification.’48 

In 1967 American philosopher Alvin 
Plantinga published God and Other 
Minds, which ‘applied the tools of analy-
tic philosophy to questions in the Philo -
sophy of Religion with an unprecedented 
rigour and creativity.’49 He argued by 
analogy with the rationality of belief in 

other minds (whose non-tautological 
exis tence can’t be directly verified by 
empirical methods) that ‘if my belief in 
other minds is rational, so is my belief in 
God.’50 But, of course, even verificatio-
nists generally believe in other minds. 

Then, with the 1974 publication of 
The Nature of Necessity, Plantinga kick-
started a philosophical re-evaluation of 
theistic arguments by using modal logic 
to lay out a logically valid version of the 
ontological argument.51 

Between them, God and Other Minds 
and The Nature of Necessity tackled both 
prongs of the positivist’s proposed dilem-
ma: Show that theism is either verifiable 
or tautologically true as a matter of defi-
nition, or else accept banishment to the 
outer darkness of meaninglessness. Plan -
tinga responded to the first positivist 
prong that a demand for direct verifica-
tion renders positivism self-contradictory, 
thereby opening up the possibility of argu -
ments from indirect verification. To the 
second prong, Plantinga responded that, 
even if he can’t prove that God’s existence 
is tautologically true, he can prove that it 
is rational to think that God’s existence is 
tautologically true, and that this fact is 
sufficient to demonstrate that God-talk is 
meaningful, for how can a truth-claim be 
rational without also being meaningful? 

Exploiting the openings noted by Hick 
and Plantinga, philosophers such as Basil 
Mitchell and Richard Swinburne began 
to argue that the God hypothesis isn’t 
merely indirectly verifiable in principle, 
but also in practice, since several argu-
ments for God can be framed using the 
scientific method of indirect verification 
(e.g. arguments from miracles or from 
design). As Mitchell comments: 

the Logical Positivist movement 
started as an attempt to make a 
clear demarcation between science 
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and common sense on the one 
hand, and metaphysics and theo -
logy on the other. But work in the 
philosophy of science convinced 
people that what the Logical Posi -
tivists had said about science was 
not true, and, by the time the philo-
sophers of science had developed 
and amplified their accounts of 
how rationality works in science, 
people discovered that similar 
accounts applied equally well to the 
areas which they had previously 
sought to exclude, namely theology 
and metaphysics.52 

Finally, as R. Douglas Geivett explains, 
philosophers noticed that the verification 
principle ‘was neither empirically verifi-
able nor tautological.’53 That is, the veri-
fication principle was itself a metaphysi-
cal claim, a claim that therefore ruled 
itself to be meaningless: ‘it failed its own 
requirement for factual meaningfulness’, 
notes William P. Alston, ‘and thus was 
self-refuting.’54 

Ayer tried to get around this problem 
by admitting that the verification princip-
le wasn’t a meaningful proposition but 
saying that it was a rule for using language. 
But why pay attention to such an arbitra-
ry rule? Ayer himself asked: ‘why should 
anyone follow the prescription if its 
implications were not to his taste?’55 

Keith Ward reports the following con-
versation between Ayer and a student: 

A student once asked [Ayer] if you 
could make any true general state-
ment about meaningful statements. 
‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘You can say that 
all meaningful statements must be 
verifiable in principle.’ ‘I see what 
you mean,’ said the student. ‘But 
how can I verify that?’ ‘I am glad 
you asked that,’ said the philoso -
pher. ‘You cannot verify it. But it is 
not really a meaningful statement; 
it is just a rule for using language.’ 

‘Whose rule?’ ‘Well, it’s my rule, 
really. But it is a very useful one. If 
you use it, you will find you agree 
with me completely. I think that 
would be very useful.’56 

If we adopt the rule, then of course we’ll 
agree with Ayer, and of course he’ll find 
that useful! But he can’t provide us with a 
good reason for adopting his rule (certa-
inly not one that doesn’t implicitly con-
tradict the rule he wants us to adopt). 
Instead, he recommends it on the basis of 
its usefulness. Usefulness for what? For 
in sulating a worldview that excludes eve-
rything metaphysical, especially religion 
(as the positivist’s failed attempts to pro-
duce a version of the principle able to 
draw a line of demarcation between  
science on the one hand religion on the 
other hand, shows). Indeed, it would 
seem that the motivation behind logical 
positivism was the desire to exclude God 
by excluding talk about God. Logical 
positivism was quite simply a form of 
athe istic censorship. However, philoso -
phers who opposed this baseless peer-
pressure were well within their rights to 
point out that the Emperor of positivism 
had no clothes, but brazenly walked the 
halls of academia with nothing but a 
smile of fashionable popularity to disguise 
his embarrassingly self-contradictory 
ways. 

James Kelly Clark describes the verifi-
cation principle as a piece of ‘unjustifiable 
philosophical imperialism that, in the 
end, could not survive critical scrutiny.’57 
William Lane Craig comments: ‘Fifty years 
ago philosophers widely regarded talk 
about God as literally meaningless . . . but 
today no informed philosopher could take 
such a viewpoint.’58 Ronald H. Nash 
concludes that positivism ‘is dead and 
quite properly so.’59 Roger Scruton obser-
ves: ‘Logical positivism no longer has a 
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following, and it is easy to see why. The 
verification principle cannot be verified: it 
therefore condemns itself as meanin-
gless.’60 

By 1973 Ayer himself admitted: ‘the 
verification principle is defective . . .’61 
Tal king about positivism during an inter-
view in 1978, Ayer conceded: ‘Nearly all 
of it was false.’62 He reflected: ‘I just sta-
ted [the verification rule] dogmatically and 
an extraordinary number of people see-
med to be convinced by my assertion.’63 
In the end, Ayer conceded: ‘Logical Posi -
tivism died a long time ago. I don’t think 
much of Language, Truth and Logic is 
true. I think it is full of mistakes.’64 

The Resurrection of God-Talk 
On 8 April 1966, Time Magazine ran a 
cover story about the then current ‘death-
of-God’ movement in American theology 
entitled ‘Is God Dead?’ William Lane 
Craig explains that:  

According to the movement’s pro-
tagonists, traditional theism was no 
longer tenable and had to be once 
and for all abandoned. Ironically, 
how ever, at the same time that 
theologians were writing God’s obi-
tuary, a new generation of young 
philosophers was rediscovered His 
vitality.65  

Only a few years later, Time carried a 
cover story asking ‘Is God coming back 
to life?’ Interest in the philosophy of reli-
gion continued to grow to the point 
where, in 1980, Time ran a story about 
‘Modernizing the case for God’, descri-
bing the contemporary movement among 
philosophers putting new life into the 
arguments for God’s existence: 

In a quiet revolution in thought and 
argument that hardly anybody 
could have foreseen only two deca-
des ago, God is making a come-

back. Most intriguingly, this is hap-
pening not amongst theologians or 
ordinary believers, but in the crisp 
intellectual circles of academic phi-
losophers, where the consensus had 
long banished the Almighty from 
fruitful discourse.66 

The reference to banishing the Almighty 
from fruitful discourse is a reference to 
posi  tivism. It’s no surprise to find Tyler 
Burge, Professor of philosophy at UCLA, 
writing that the central event in philoso -
phy during the last half-century was ‘the 
downfall of positivism and the re-opening 
of discussion of virtually all the traditio-
nal problems of philosophy.’67 This philo-
sophical renaissance went hand-in-hand 
with a revival of interest in natural theo -
logy amongst analytic philosophers of 
religion. As James Brent comments: 
‘Natural theology today is practiced with 
a degree of diversity and confidence un -
precedented since the late Middle Ages.’68 

Defining ‘Natural Theology’ 
Thomas Aquinas famously distinguished 
between ‘revealed (dogmatic) theology and 
rational (philosophical) theology,’69 wri-
ting in his Summa Contra Gentiles that: 

there exists a twofold truth concer-
ning the divine being, one to which 
the inquiry of the reason can reach, 
the other which surpasses the whole 
ability of the human reason, it is fit-
ting that both of these truths be 
pro posed to man divinely for be -
lief.70 

Aquinas was not making a distinction 
between truths of reason in the domain of 
natural theology on the one hand and 
truths of blind faith on the other. Aqui -
nas’ meaning would have been clearer if 
he’d written that ‘there exists a twofold 
truth concerning the divine being, one to 
which the inquiry of the reason unaided 
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by special revelation can reach, the other 
which surpasses the whole ability of the 
human reason unaided by special revela-
tion’. That this is what he meant becomes 
clear later in Summa Contra Gentiles, 
where he argues: 

Those who place their faith in this 
truth, however, ‘for which the 
human reason offers no experimen-
tal evidence,’ do not believe foo-
lishly . . . For these ‘secrets of divi-
ne Wisdom’ (Job 11:6) the divine 
Wisdom itself . . . has deigned to 
reveal to men. It reveals its own 
presence, as well as the truth of its 
teaching and inspiration, by fitting 
arguments; and in order to confirm 
those truths that exceed natural 
knowledge, it gives visible manifes-
tation to works that surpass the 
ability of all nature . . . and what is 
more wonderful, there is the inspi-
ration given to human minds, so 
that simple and untutored persons, 
filled with the gift of the Holy Spi -
rit, come to possess instantaneously 
the highest wisdom . . .71 [my italics] 

In other words, human reason is enabled 
to reach what it otherwise would not be 
able to reach – truths of special revelation 
which surpasses the ability of human rea-
son unaided by special revelation – by the 
divine design to reveal these truths in such 
a manner that warrant is thereby provided 
for rational belief in them. 

For Aquinas, this warrant is provided 
by the Holy Spirit, either quite aside from 
arguments, or in conjunction with the reve -
lation of ‘fitting arguments’ and publicly 
accessible evidence of ‘works that surpass 
the ability of all nature’ (that is, miracles). 
Aquinas argues that the latter, argumenta -
tive warrant falls into the category of ‘per -
suasive [i.e. non-deductive] reasoning’ 
rather than that of ‘demonstrative reaso-
ning’ which ‘yields a conclusion that is 
undeniable for anyone who grasps the 

truth of the demonstration’s premises’72 
Not only does Aquinas make a prin-

cipled distinction between truths of  
reason (i.e. truths of natural theology 
accessible to reason unaided by special 
revelation) and truths of faith (truths of 
revealed theology accessible to human 
reason with the help of special revela-
tion), but he claims to know where the 
line of this distinction runs: 

Some truths about God exceed all 
the ability of the human reason. 
Such is the truth that God is triune. 
But there are some truths which the 
natural reason also is able to reach. 
Such are that God exists, that He is 
one, and the like.73 

While it is wise to recognize that we will 
never comprehend God, I would argue 
that it is also wise not to think, with 
Aqui nas, that we can discern in advance 
of trying to understand some theological 
topic that this or that topic ‘surpasses the 
whole ability of the human reason’ unaid -
ed by special revelation. Indeed, not only 
have Christian philosophers (e.g. Stephen 
T. Davies) given arguments against a Uni -
tarian definition of God74, some have 
explicitly argued for God’s Tri-unity (e.g. 
Richard of St Victor, Richard Swinburne 
and myself75). 

Aquinas’ demarcation between natural 
and revealed theology was highly influen-
tial, leading generations of thinkers to 
assume the existence of a principled  
division between these disciplines. For 
examp le, according to Hugh G. Gauch 
Jr.: 

The task of natural theology is to 
reach the most significant truths 
available to unaided reason evalua-
ting public evidence, in contrast to 
the greater truths available only to 
faith through a genuine revelation 
from God.76 
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However, on the one hand, significant 
truths that natural theologians routinely 
think ‘available to unaided reason evalua-
ting public evidence’ can, of course, be 
taken on faith (treating ‘faith’ here as a 
synonym for ‘trust’). For example, while 
advocates of natural theology often en -
dorse cosmological arguments77, the auth -
or of Hebrews writes: ‘By faith we under-
stand that the universe was formed at 
God’s command, so that what is seen was 
not made out of what was visible.’ 
(Hebrews 11:3.) On the other hand, any 
‘greater truths available only . . . through 
a genuine revelation from God’ can only 
be the object of faith if human (God-
given) ‘reason’ is set to the task of ‘eva-
luating’ the relevant revelation (for 
examp le, in understanding what a given 
scriptural passage means). 

James F. Sennett and Douglas Groo -
thuis define natural theology as: 

The attempt to provide rational 
justi fication for theism using only 
those sources of information acces-
sible to all inquirers, namely, the 
data of empirical experience and 
the dictates of human reason. In 
other words, it is defense of theism 
without recourse to purported spe-
cial revelation.78 

Likewise, according to Scot MacDonald: 
Natural theology aims at establish -
ing truths or acquiring knowledge 
about God (or divine matters gene-
rally) using . . . standard techniques 
of reasoning and facts or truths in 
principle available to all human be -
ings just in virtue of their posses-
sing reason and sense perception.79 

However, while purported special revela-
tion about Jesus Christ was obviously 
unavailable to the ‘empirical experience 
and . . . reason’ of, say, stone-age humans, 
so too were many cosmological and bio-

logical discoveries that ground various 
contemporary arguments in natural the-
ology (e.g. the ‘Big Bang’, the precision of 
cosmic ‘fine tuning’, the informational 
nature of life and the existence of molecu-
lar machines). Likewise, ‘purported speci-
al revelation’ about Jesus is just as ‘acces-
sible to all inquirers’ today as are those 
cosmological and biological discoveries. 
And again, the purported ‘special revela-
tion’ available to all inquirers today is 
only available to them through the same 
‘empirical experience and . . . reason’ that 
they have to use to access the discoveries 
of modern science. 

John Polkinghorne defines natural the-
ology as: 

the attempt to learn something of 
God from the exercise of reason 
and the inspection of the world – in 
other words, from reflection on 
general experience.80 

However, on the one hand, restricting 
natu ral theology to the data of ‘general 
experience’ excludes much data (origina-
ting from the specialised experience of 
scientists) with which natural theology is 
traditionally concerned. On the other 
hand, if we allow natural theology to work 
with data grounded in the experience of 
twenty-first century scientists, why not 
allow natural theology to work with the 
apostle Paul’s first century experience of 
encountering the resurrected Jesus?81 

William Lane Craig defines natural 
theo logy as: 

that branch of theology which 
seeks to provide rational warrant 
for the proposition that God exists 
on the basis of argument and evi-
dence independent of authoritative 
divine revelation.82 

However, warrant can be provided ‘on 
the basis of argument and evidence inde-
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pendent of an authoritative divine revela-
tion’ qua divine revelation without being 
independent of that revelation qua a sour-
ce of potential data, as long as that data 
is established through the use of standard 
critical methods. That is, since any argu-
ment for theism that assumed the revela-
tory status of a purported divine revela-
tion would be question begging, stipula-
ting that natural theology should proceed 
‘without recourse to purported special 
revelation’ qua revelation, ‘on the basis of 
argument and evidence independent of 
authoritative divine revelation’83 as such, 
is redundant. 

Of course, we are free to define theolo-
gical disciplines as proceeding on the assu -
med basis of ‘purported special revela-
tion’, or not, as we find it convenient. But 
such choices imply nothing about the 
legi timacy of apologetic arguments, inclu-
ding the arguments of natural theology. 
Thus the website of the famous Gifford 
Lecturers states that: ‘Traditionally natu-
ral theology is the term used for the 
attempt to prove the existence of God 
and divine purpose through observation 
of nature and the use of human reason.’84 
While this definition leaves the question 
of purported special revelation to one side 
– as may be convenient to do in a univer-
sity course of a limited duration, or a 
book of limited size – it doesn’t try to 
erect a principled distinction between 
natural and revealed theology in the man-
ner of Aquinas. 

William P. Alston avoids all these 
prob  lems when he simply defines natural 
theology as: ‘the enterprise of providing 
support for religious beliefs by starting 
from premises that neither are nor presup -
pose any religious beliefs.’85 In other 
words, natural theology seeks to offer a 
non-question-begging defence of theism. 
 

Ramified Natural Theology 
Recent developments in the philosophy of 
religion show that ‘natural theology’ 
shouldn’t be understood in too narrow or 
insular a manner.86 For one thing, as Rod -
ney Holder writes: ‘the traditional divi-
sion between natural theology and revea-
led theology breaks down as soon as we 
ask why we should believe in a putative 
revelation and how we can commend our 
own perceived revelation to others.’87 
Then again, what Richard Swinburne has 
called ‘ramified natural theology’88  
(i.e. an expanded, more varied natural 
theology89) highlights the fact that so-cal-
led ‘Christian evidences’ (e.g. the argu-
ment for Jesus’ resurrection90, the ‘trilem-
ma’ argument for the deity of Jesus91, 
argu ments about fulfilled Biblical prophe-
cy92, etc.) don’t merely round out the clas-
sical case for theism with reasons to belie-
ve in a specifically Christian God, but can 
actually do double-work as argument for 
God in their own right.93 

Such arguments don’t appeal to special 
revelation qua special revelation, but they 
often make non-question-begging appeals 
to evidence relating to purported acts of 
special revelation, including evidence con -
tained within the historical documents 
that Christians call Scripture, as well as 
evidence outside of Scripture. As Hugh G. 
Gauch Jr. writes: ‘For natural theology’s 
purposes, the Bible is read as historical 
evidence rather than authoritative scrip-
ture . . .’94 

For example, in the course of arguing 
for the resurrection of Jesus, an apologist 
may appeal to the historical datum of the 
creedal material quoted by the apostle 
Paul in 1 Corinthians 15, as well as to 
archaeo logical evidence showing that it 
was possible for a crucified man to recei-
ve a decent burial.95 As Robert A. Larmer 
observes: 
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Traditionally, it has been assumed 
that natural theology must eschew 
consideration of special revelation 
from God and consider only data 
that is available to unaided reason. 
This, however, is to ignore the fact 
that a purported revelation may 
include content that is empirically 
verifiable and thus within the pur-
view of natural theology. Miracles 
are publicly observable events that 
cry out for an explanation. One 
need not come to such events alrea-
dy accepting the interpretation pla-
ced on them by religious believers. 
The Bible can be read as historical 
evidence rather than authoritative 
Scripture – but neither is one prohi-
bited from considering whether 
that interpretation does indeed pro-
vide the best understanding of the 
events. This opens up the possibili-
ty that someone who initially does 
not accept theism might at once 
accept both the claim of God’s exis -
tence and the claim of God’s self-
disclosure.96 

This means that natural theology is not 
restricted to the bare theism (or even 
deism) of what Pascal famously called 
‘the God of the Philosophers’. 

The Breadth of Contemporary 
Natural Theology 
Twenty-first century natural theology has 
rediscovered an emphasis upon the intui-
tive or ‘natural’ nature of belief in God97 
 in dialogue with what we might call ‘episte -
mologies of trust’ (e.g. Richard Swin bur -
ne’s defence of the principles of credulity 
and testimony, Alvin Plantinga’s ‘refor-
med’ account of warrant and properly 
basic beliefs98 and/or Michael Huemer’s 
phenomenal conservatism99). These episte -
mologies of trust, together with the sheer 
breadth of arguments offered within con-
temporary natural theology,100 helps us 
avoid focusing too narrowly upon the 

‘classical’ arguments for God discussed 
by ancient pagans and/or medieval thin-
kers (i.e. cosmological, teleological, axio -
logical and ontological arguments),101  
although these families of argument have 
all been ably defended by contemporary 
scholars.102 

The breadth of contemporary natural 
theology is demonstrated by the follo-
wing half-dozen (or so) exemplars: 
· Richard Swinburne’s The Existence of 

God (Clarendon, 1979/2004) defen-
ded theistic arguments from the beau-
ty of the natural world and from a phi-
losophical anthropology that includes 
libertarian free will, conscious thoughts, 
sensations and desires, the conscious 
acquisition of warranted true beliefs 
and various types of religious experi-
ence (themes that have been explored 
in a plethora of more recent publica-
tions).103 

· Peter Kreeft and Ronald K. Tacelli 
sketch nearly ‘Twenty Arguments For 
God’s Existence’104 (they actually give 
nineteen arguments for God’s existen-
ce plus Pascal’s wager argument for 
belief in God) in their entry level 
Handbook of Christian Apologetics 
(IVP, 1994). 

· In Defense of Natural Theology: A 
Post-Humean Assessment (James F. 
Sennett and Douglas Groothuis ed.’s. 
IVP Academic, 2005) contains essays 
defending the project of natural theo -
logy from the influential but over-
rated critiques of David Hume, inclu-
ding defences of nine theistic argu-
ments. 

· The Blackwell Companion to Natural 
Theology (ed. William Lane Craig and 
J.P. Moreland. Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 
contains substantial essays defending 
nine theistic arguments. 
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· The Naturalness of Belief: New Essays 
on Theism's Rationality (ed. Paul Co -
pan and Charles Taliaferro. Lexing -
ton, 2018), offers a wide ranging col-
lection of papers defending theism in 
light of the phenomena of conscious-
ness, intentionality, beauty, human 
dignity, free will, rationality and 
knowledge; as well as looking at com-
mon-sensical, existential, psychologi-
cal, and cultural reasons for theistic 
belief, in addition to insights from the 
cognitive science of religion. 

· Alvin Plantinga’s famous 1986 paper 
on ‘Two Dozen (or so) Arguments for 
God’105 spawned an academic confe-
rence at Baylor University in 2014106 
and a subsequent book – The Plan -
tinga Project: Two Dozen (Or So) 
Arguments For God (ed. Jerry L. Walls 
and Trent Dougherty. Oxford Uni ver -
sity Press, 2018) – highlighting 29 the-
istic arguments, including lesser known 
arguments such as the argument from 
desire107, play, simplicity, etc. 

It bears noting that although philosophi-
cal anthropology, philosophical aesthetics 
and so forth are not the ultimate object of 
natural theology, since theistic arguments 
can be mounted that try to make explicit 
relationships between certain conclusions 
in these different philosophical disciplines 
and God’s existence, these different sub-
jects are inevitably drawn into the task of 
elaborating a synoptic Christian world-
view through the project of natural theo -
logy. 

A Brief History of the Natural 
Sciences in Relation to Natural 
Theology 
The founding assumption of Western 
medieval universities was that every aca-
demic discipline could be philosophically 

integrated into a coherent, synoptic 
world view provided by Christian theo -
logy. Due to the secularizing impetus of 
the Enlightenment, natural philosophy 
became detached from theology. In the 
Victorian era ‘natural philosophy’ beca-
me known as ‘science’. In the twentieth 
century, under the influence of logical 
positivism, ‘science’ came to be defined as 
a search for the best understanding of the 
natural world consistent with a naturalis-
tic worldview. This supposedly neutral 
‘methodological naturalism’ was turned 
into a de facto metaphysical naturalism 
via the condemnation of any dissenting 
understanding of science as ‘pseudo-sci-
ence’. In recent decades, these philosophi-
cal strictures have begun to loosen.108 As 
Garrett J. DeWeese & J.P. Moreland 
report: ‘The inadequacy of methodolo -
gical naturalism [is now] widely acknow-
ledged by philosophers of science, even 
among those who are atheists . . .’109 For 
example, atheist philosopher of science 
Bradley Monton rejects methodological 
natu ralism because it stands in tension 
with seeing science as a search for the truth: 

If science really is permanently 
committed to methodological natu-
ralism – the philosophical position 
that restricts all explanations in sci-
ence to naturalistic explanations – 
it follows that the aim of science is 
not generating true theories. In -
stead, the aim of science would be 
something like: generating the best 
theories that can be formulated 
subject to the restriction that the 
theories are naturalistic.110 

However one sees the relationship betwe-
en science and metaphysics, it is obvious 
that the scientific study of the very large 
(cosmology) and the very small (e.g. 
mole cular biology) has uncovered a 
wealth of data that gives support to key 
premises in various arguments for theism. 
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As Rodney Holder comments: ‘mod -
ern cosmology . . . has provided a new 
impetus to natural theology, reviving tra-
ditional arguments but expressing them 
in new ways.’111 In the first place, disco-
veries since the 1960’s have overturned 
the ancient pagan assumption that the 
cosmos exists without a beginning, there-
by rejuvenating the discussion of Kalam-
type cosmological arguments.112 More -
over, scientists have uncovered a life-per-
mitting ‘fine tuning’ at the cosmic113 (as 
well as the planetary114) levels of reality 
that has rejuvenated the discussion about 
design in both cosmology and natural 
theo logy. 

Concurrently, discoveries in biology, 
including the complex information pro-
cessing systems and intricate molecular 
machinery within cells, have rejuvenated 
discussion about design in both the biolo-
gical sciences and natural theology.115 

These scientific discoveries, coinciding 
with a growing disquiet amongst philoso -
phers of science with attempts to define 
science as methodologically naturalis-
tic116, have led to a discussion of the legi-
timacy of ‘theistic science’ (a return to 
natural philosophy open to indirectly tes-
table theistic hypotheses),117 as well as the 
birth of the controversial scientific theory 
of ‘Intelligent Design’, a scientific theory 
that provides material of obvious interest 
to natural theology. Intelligent Design 
The ory limits itself to making inferences 
to design whilst heeding David Hume’s 
point that one cannot thereby infer much 
about the nature of the designer or desig-
ners beyond those qualities necessary to 
account for the design that has been 
observed.118 

Scientific contributions to natural theo -
logy are not limited to the natural scien-
ces. For example, although it’s a relatively 
young field of study, archaeology has yiel-

ded a wealth of data that should be taken 
into account by the search for the histori-
cal Jesus (and thus by ramified natural 
theology). For example, archaeologists and 
other scientists have recently uncovered 
data relevant to discussions about the his-
torical existence of Jesus, the date from 
which people believed that Jesus was divi-
ne, Jesus’s crucifixion and burial, etc.119 

Then again, social sciences have contribu-
ted to discussions about the reliability of 
oral tradition in the ancient near east.120 
Recent decades have also seen various 
attempts to investigate prayer for healing 
within the experimental scientific frame -
work.121 Hence Christian philosophy 
and/or apologetics needs to cast its net 
beyond the waters of the natural sciences 
if these disciplines are to live up to the 
synoptic vision of the Christian universi-
ty. 

Some Advice on Apologetics and 
Natural Theology in an Age of 
Science 
Natural theology and ramified natural 
theology are sub-disciplines within both 
Christian apologetics and the philosophy 
of religion. To be a ‘philosopher’ means 
to be ‘a lover of wisdom’. As such, a phi-
losopher is dedicated to the wise pursuit 
and dissemination of true answers to sig-
nificant questions through the practice of 
good intellectual habits, ‘speaking the 
truth in love’ (Ephesians 4:15).122 
Whether or not one is a professional  
philosopher, one’s philosophical world-
view123 forms the foundation of one’s 
way of life, that is, one’s spirituality.124 
That is to say, the contents and intellectu-
al habits of our minds, coupled with the 
choices, commitments and attitudes of 
our hearts, issue in behaviour that charac-
terizes (and re-enforces) our spirituality 
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or ‘way of life’. Thus, philosophy is an 
integral component of any spirituality, in -
cluding Christian spirituality.125 

Christian spirituality is a Christ-cent-
red way of life, a Christ-centred way of 
relating to reality via one’s head, heart 
and hands.126 By drawing upon a range of 
disciplines, including natural theology, 
Chris tian apologetics aims to enable 
people to be persuaded that a Christ-cent-
red spirituality is a beautiful, good and 
reasonable commitment. It is the art of 
persuasively advocating Christian spiritu -
ality, through the responsible use of rhe-
toric, as being objectively beautiful, good 
and true/reasonable.127 This being so, 
Christians should approach natural theol-
ogy as a more than merely ‘academic’ 
pur suit, for as Paul Copan writes: 

philosophy should be an act of wor -
ship . . . when we undertake philo-
sophy in Christ’s name, our desk or 
reading chair becomes an altar, yiel -
 ding ‘a fragrant aroma, an accep-
table sacrifice, well-pleasing to 
God’ (Phil 4:18).128 

Apologetic appeals to scientific data, the o -
ries and/or methodology pack a strong 
rhetorical punch, partly because such 
appeals tap into a culturally accepted epis -
temology and partly because such appeals 
can undermine the mistaken belief that 
Christians are anti-science (especially 
when such appeals embrace the scientific 
consensus). However, it’s worth bearing 
in mind that when making appealing to 
science, apologists need to avoid appea-
ring to endorse scientism.129 As McGrath 
comments: 

One of the most important func -
tions of natural theology is to pro-
test against the radically reduced 
visions of nature that arise from the 
movement sometimes known as 
‘scientific imperialism’ but now 
generally as simply ‘scientism’.130 

Although we live in a culture that encou-
rages a degree of scientific literacy, apolo-
gists should consider how receptive non-
specialist audiences are likely to be to the-
istic arguments that require them to begin 
learning complex information about cos-
mology or molecular biology, etc. By com -
parison, other theistic arguments function 
at a more intuitive level, at least at a first 
pass.131 For example, the meta-ethical 
moral argument begins with moral expe-
riences common to, and thus readily 
understood by, all properly functioning 
humans from an early age.132 Likewise, 
the argument from desire is rooted in 
common human experience.133 

Whilst Christians should continue to 
explore the theological fruitfulness of 
con temporary scientific cosmology and 
bio logy, it’s worth bearing in mind both 
that natural theology can draw upon a 
broad range of scientific subjects beyond 
the natural sciences (e.g. archaeology and 
social science can both contribute to 
ramified natural theology) and upon a 
broad range of knowledge beyond the 
limited grasp of science (e.g. meta-ethics, 
aesthetics, philosophical anthropology). 
Indeed, making arguments that begin with 
mental properties such as intentionality, 
or with moral or aesthetic facts, helps 
make the point that empirical science isn’t 
the self-justifying golden path to every -
thing that can be known hoped for by the 
logical positivists.134 

I would encourage Christians to give a 
higher priority to defending the doctrine 
of creation (focusing upon the creedal 
claim that God is the ultimate causer and 
intender, as well as sustainer, of the cos-
mos)135 than to arguing for any particular 
model of creation (focusing upon diffe-
ring interpretations of scriptural creation 
texts and how they can be best integrated 
in to a synoptic Christian worldview).136 
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Concerning the quest for a synoptic mod -
el of creation, I agree with Michael J. 
Murray and Michael Rea that: 

for the religious believer, the [reso-
lution of purported] conflicts bet-
ween science and religion will 
involve balancing evidence against 
evidence: the empirical evidence 
favou ring scientific claims against 
the revelatory evidence favouring 
theological claims. The Christian 
[might] conclude that the . . . evi-
dence for an ancient earth seems 
quite strong, while the evidence for 
the naturalistic origin of life is, in 
fact, virtually non-existent. This 
then needs to be balanced against 
the evidence of revelation. How clear 
is it that the Bible teaches that the 
earth is young, or that God directly 
intervened in the cosmos to bring 
about life?137 

As Plantinga reminds us: 

we can’t automatically assume that 
when there is a conflict between 
science and our grasp of the teach -

ing of Scripture, it is science that is 
wrong and must give way. But the 
same holds vice versa; when there is 
a conflict between our grasp of the 
teaching of Scripture and current 
science, we can't assume that it is 
our interpretation of Scripture that 
is at fault. It could be that, but it 
doesn't have to be; it could be 
because of some mistake or flaw in 
current science.138 

Science and theology (including natural 
theology) are fallible human projects. Wis -
dom enjoins that we do our best to follow 
the available evidence where it appears to 
lead, yet without falling into undue dog-
matism.139 

Finally, I’d encourage Christians to en -
gage with the many challenges to and 
opportunities for apologetics provided by 
contemporary popular culture, challenges 
and opportunities that are often focused 
around science or found within science 
fiction.140 
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Contemporary science is a wonderfully 
collaborative activity. It knows no barri-
ers of geography, race, or creed. At its best, 
it enables us to wrestle with the problems 
that beset humanity, and we rightly celeb-
rate when an advance is made that brings 
relief to millions.  

I have spent my life as a pure mathe-
matician, and I often reflect on what phy-
sics Nobel Prize–winner Eugene Wigner 
called “the unreasonable effectiveness of 
mathematics.” How is it that equations 
created in the head of a mathematician can 
relate to the universe outside that head? 
This question prompted Albert Ein stein 
to say, “The only incomprehensible thing 
about the universe is that it is comprehen-
sible.” The very fact that we believe that 
science can be done is a thing to be won-
dered at. 

Why should we believe that the univer-
se is intelligible? After all, if, as certain 
secular thinkers tell us, the human mind 
is nothing but the brain and the brain is 
nothing but a product of mindless un- 
guided forces, it is hard to see that any 
kind of truth, let alone scientific truth, 
could be one of its products. As chemist 
J.B.S. Haldane pointed out long ago: if 
the thoughts in my mind are just the 
motions of atoms in my brain, why 
should I believe anything it tells me   – in -
cluding the fact that it is made of atoms? 
Yet many scientists have adopted that 

naturalistic view, seemingly unaware that 
it undermines the very rationality upon 
which their scientific research depends! 

It was not – and is not – always so. 
Science as we know it exploded on to the 
world stage in Europe in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. Why then and why 
there? Alfred North Whitehead’s view,  
as summarized by C.S. Lewis, was that 
“men became scientific because they 
expected Law in Nature, and they expec-
ted Law in Nature because they believed 
in a Legislator.”2 It is no accident that 
Galileo, Kepler, Newton, and Clerk-
Maxwell were believers in God. 

Melvin Calvin, American Nobel Prize 
laureate in biochemistry, finds the origin 
of the foundational conviction of science 
– that nature is ordered – in the basic 
notion “that the universe is governed by a 
single God, and is not the product of the 
whims of many gods, each governing his 
own province according to his own laws. 
This monotheistic view seems to be the 
historical foundation for modern science.”3 

Belief in God, far from hindering sci-
ence, was the motor that drove it. Isaac 
Newton, when he discovered the law of 
gravitation, did not make the common 
mistake of saying “now [that] I have a 
law of gravity, I don’t need God.” In ste ad, 
he wrote Principia Mathematica, the most 
famous book in the history of science, 
expressing the hope that it would persuade 
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the thinking reader to believe in a creator. 
Newton could see what, sadly, many 

people nowadays seem unable to see: that 
God and science are not alternative ex pla -
nations. God is the agent who designed 
and upholds the universe; science tells us 
about how the universe works and about 
the laws that govern its behavior. God no 
more conflicts with science as an explana-
tion for the universe than Henry Ford con -
flicts with the laws of the internal com bus -
tion engine as an explanation for the 
motorcar. The existence of mechanisms 
and laws is not an argument for the 
absence of an agent who set those laws 
and mechanisms in place. On the contra-
ry, their very sophistication, down to the 
fine tuning of the universe, is evidence for 
the Creator’s genius. For Johannes Kepler, 
German seventeenth-century mathema -
tician, astronomer and astrologer: “The 
chief aim of all investigations of the exter-
nal world should be to discover the ratio-
nal order which has been imposed on it 
by God and which he revealed to us in the 
language of mathematics.”4 

As a scientist, then, I am not ashamed 
or embarrassed to be a Christian. After all, 
Christianity played a large part in giving 
me my subject. 

The mention of Kepler brings me to 
another issue. Science is, as I said earlier, 
by and large a collaborative activity. Yet 
real breakthrough is often made by a lone 
individual who has the courage to ques-
tion established wisdom and strike out on 
his or her own. Johannes Kepler was one 
such. He went to Prague as assistant to 
the astronomer Tycho Brahe, who tasked 
him with making mathematical sense of 
observations of planetary motion in terms 
of complex systems of circles. The view 
that perfect motion was circular came 
from Aristotle and had dominated thought 
for centuries. But Kepler just couldn’t 

make circles fit the observations. He took 
the revolutionary step of abandoning Ari -
stotle, approaching the observations of 
the planets from scratch, and seeing what 
the orbits actually looked like. Kepler’s 
discovery, that the planetary orbits were 
not circular but elliptical, led to a funda-
mental paradigm shift for science. 

Kepler had the instinct to pay careful 
attention to things that didn’t fit into estab -
lished theory. Einstein was another such 
groundbreaker. Things that don’t fit in 
can lead to crucial advances in scientific 
understanding. Furthermore, there are 
mat ters that do not fit into science. For, 
and it needs to be said in the face of 
widespread popular opinion to the con-
trary, science is not the only way to truth. 
Indeed, the very success of science is due 
to the narrowness of the range of its ques-
tions and methodology. 

Nor is science coextensive with ratio-
nality. If it were, half our university facul-
ties would have to shut. There are bigger 
matters in life – questions of history and 
art, culture and music, meaning and truth, 
beauty and love, morality and spirituality, 
and a host of other important things that 
go beyond the reach of the natural scien-
ces, and, indeed, of naturalism itself. Just 
as Kepler was initially held back by an 
assumed Aristotelianism, could it not be 
that an a priori naturalism is holding 
back progress by stopping evidence from 
speaking for itself? 

It is to such things that my mind turns 
when I think of Jesus, the human, above 
all others, who did not fit into the precon-
ceptions of this world. Just as Johannes 
Kepler revolutionized science by paying 
close attention, observing why the planets 
did not fit in to the mathematical wisdom 
of the time, I claim that my life and that 
of many others has been revolutionized 
by paying close attention to Jesus and 
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why He did not, and still does not, fit in 
to the thinking of this world. Indeed, the 
fact that Jesus did not fit in is one of the 
reasons I am convinced of His claim to be 
the Son of God. 

For instance, Jesus does not fit into the 
category of literary fiction. If He did, then 
what we have in the Gospels is inexpli-
cable. It would have required exceptional 
genius to have invented the character of 
Jesus and put into His mouth parables that 
are in themselves literary masterpieces. It 
is just not credible that all four gospel 
writers with little formal education bet-
ween them just happened simultaneously 
to be literary geniuses of world rank. 

Furthermore, there are relatively few 
characters in literature who strike us as 
real people, whom we can know and 
recognize. One of them is my intellectual 
hero, Socrates. He has struck generation 
after generation of readers as a real per-
son. Why? Because Plato did not invent 
him. So it is with Jesus Christ. Indeed, the 
more we know about the leading cultures 
of the time, the more we see that, if the 
character of Jesus had not been a histori-
cal reality, no one could have invented it. 
Why? Because He did not fit in to any of 
those cultures. The Jesus of the Gospels 
didn’t fit anyone’s concept of a hero. 
Greek, Roman, and Jew – all found Him 
the very opposite of their ideal. 

The Jewish ideal was that of a strong 
military general, fired with messianic 
ideals and prepared to fight the Roman 
occupation. So when Jesus eventually 
offer ed no resistance to arrest, it was not 
surprising that His followers temporarily 
left Him. He was far from the Jewish 
ideal leader. 

As for the Greeks, some favored the 
Epicurean avoidance of extremes of pain 
and pleasure that could disturb tranqui -
lity. Others preferred the rationality of 

Stoicism, which suppressed emotion and 
met suffering and death with equanimity, 
as Socrates had done. 

Jesus was utterly different. In the Gar -
den of Gethsemane, facing such intense 
agony that He sweat drops of blood, He 
asked God to let Him skirt the torturous 
cross. No Greek would have invented 
such a figure as a hero. 

And the Roman governor Pilate found 
Christ unworldly and impractical when 
Jesus told him: “My kingdom is not of 
this world . . . For this purpose I was born 
and for this purpose I came into the 
world – to bear witness to the truth” 
(John 18:36–37). 

So, Jesus ran counter to everyone’s 
concept of an ideal hero. Indeed, Matthew 
Parris, an atheist, suggested in the Spec ta -
tor recently that if Jesus hadn’t existed 
not even the church could have invented 
Him! Jesus just did not fit in. 

Nor did His message. St. Paul tells us 
that the preaching of the cross of Christ 
was regarded by the Jews as scandalous, 
and by the Greeks as foolish. The early 
Christians certainly could not have inven-
ted such a story. Where, then, did it come 
from? From Jesus Himself, who said, “The 
Son of Man came not to be served but to 
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 
many” (Matt. 20:28). Jesus did not fit 
into the world. So they crucified Him and 
tried to fit Him in a tomb. But that did 
not work either. He arose from the dead 
on the third day. 

But doesn’t this go against the grain of 
the science I was praising earlier? Aren’t 
such miracles impossible because they vio -
late the laws of nature? I disagree. To use 
an illustration based on one offered by 
C.S. Lewis, on each of two nights, if I put 
ten pounds (British currency) into my 
drawer, the laws of arithmetic tell me I 
have twenty pounds. If, however, on 
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waking up I have only five pounds in the 
drawer I don’t conclude that the laws of 
arithmetic have been broken but possibly 
the laws of England.5 The laws of nature 
describe to us the regularities on which 
the universe normally runs. God, who 
created the universe with those laws, is no 
more their prisoner than the thief is priso-
ner of the laws of arithmetic. Like my 
room, the universe is not a closed system, 
as the secularist maintains. God can, if 
He wills, do something special, like raise 
Jesus from the dead. 

Note that my knowledge of the laws of 
arithmetic tells me that a thief has stolen 
the money. Similarly, if we did not know 
the law of nature that dead people nor-
mally remain in their tombs, we should 
never recognize a resurrection. We could 
certainly say that it is a law of nature that 
no one rises from the dead by natural 
processes. But Christians do not claim that 

Jesus rose by natural processes, but by 
supernatural power. The laws of nature 
cannot rule out that possibility. 

Philosopher David Hume said that you 
must reject a miracle as false, unless belie-
ving in its falsity would have such inexpli-
cable implications that you would need 
an even bigger miracle to explain them. 
That is one good reason to believe in the 
resurrection of Jesus. The evidence of the 
empty tomb, the character of the witnes-
ses, the explosion of Christianity out of 
Juda ism, and the testimony of millions 
today are inexplicable without the resur-
rection. As Holmes said to Watson: “How 
often have I said to you that when you 
have eliminated the impossible, whatever 
remains, however improbable, must be 
the truth?” As Russian Christians say at 
Easter: “Khristos Voskryes. Voiistinu Vos -
kryes! Christ is risen. He is risen indeed!” 
 

Notes 
1 Previously published in the Winter 2015 issue of the C.S. Lewis Institute publication Knowing & Doing  
(www.cslewisinstitute.org/Science_and_Faith_Friendly_Allies_Not_Hostile Enemies_FullArticle). Published in Theofilos 
with permission from Dr. John Lennox (www.johnlennox.org). 
2 C.S. Lewis, Miracles: A Preliminary Study, London: Collins), 1947), 110. 
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We are grateful for the permission to re-publish this tribute by 
Genesis specialist C. John (“Jack”) Collins to his colleague 
and friend Jerram Barrs. A version of this article was first 
published in Firstfruits of a New Creation: Essays Honoring 
Jer ram Barrs (2019). 

Barrs was a Worker at L’Abri Fellowship in UK for many years before joi-
ning the Faculty at Covenant Theological Seminary in 1989. He was 
instrumental in founding The Francis Schaeffer Institute as a “means of 
extending and embodying the legacy of Dr. Francis A. Schaeffer with in the 
context of seminary education”.2  

Some of the ideas from C. S. Lewis in this article are further developed by 
Jack Collins in Reading Genesis Well: Navigating History, Poetry, 
Science, & Truth in Genesis 1–11 (Zondervan, 2018).  

The Editors 

I count it a great delight to contribute this 
essay in honor (or should I say, in ho n our?) 
of Professor Jerram Barrs, especially since 
he (together with his associate Ranald 
Macaulay), Francis Schaeffer, and C. S. 
Lewis have done so much to shape my 
own thinking and living as a Christian. To 
have Professor Barrs as a colleague, and a 
friend, is a privilege beyond my wildest 
imagining. And if I focus on Genesis 1–11 
in this essay, consider that a tribute to my 
sharing the 2010 Francis A. Schaeffer lec-
tureship with Professor Barrs on that 
topic.3  

1. Francis Schaeffer introduces  
“freedoms and limitations” 
Francis Schaeffer (1912–84) had a major 
influence on Jerram Barrs. Schaeffer served 

as a Bible Presbyterian pastor in St Louis, 
and then as a missionary in Europe; he 
founded and operated L’Abri, with its ori-
entation toward young people. As a pas-
tor and apologist within the great Chris -
tian tradition, Schaeffer was convinced 
that there was “no final conflict” betwe-
en the sciences and the Bible, when both 
are properly understood. 

But many do interpret the sciences and 
the Bible as being in conflict; and these 
alleged conflicts can be the most acute 
when it comes to the story of origins: the 
origin of the universe, of life, of the varie-
ties of life forms, and especially of 
human kind. Christians have tried various 
ways to address these conflicts; Schaeffer, 
being both an evangelist eager to remove 
barriers to coming to Christian faith, and 
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a theologian knowing that we must pre-
serve the true Christian faith without di -
lu ting it, aimed to give some guidance on 
just how to address those potential barri-
ers. Schaeffer was also a churchman, con-
sidering unnecessary conflict within the 
church to be destructive of Christian well-
being and witness. 

For these reasons Schaeffer articulated 
an approach to origins that he called 
“freedoms and limitations”: there is a 
range of reasonable scenarios by which 
we may address the apparent conflicts 
between the Bible and the sciences, and 
yet there are limits to this range, limits set 
both by basic Biblical concepts and by 
good human judgment.4 

Schaeffer was willing to consider, 
among other freedoms, the possibility 
that Genesis 1 describes God creating a 
“grown up universe” (nowadays called the 
“appearance of age hypothesis”); or that 
God was reforming a creation that had 
been partially deformed by Satan’s fall; or 
that the “days” refer to long ages. He 
concluded, sensibly and generously: 

I urge you again to remember that I 
am not saying that any of these po -
sitions are my own or that they will 
prove to be the case. I am simply 
stating theoretical possibilities as 
we consider the correlations betwe-
en what the Bible sets forth about 
cosmogony and what we can study 
from general revelation. 

At the same time he wanted to insist, first, 
on God’s special creative activity at cer -
tain places; in particular, at the original 
creation, and then at the creation of con -
scious life, and again at the creation of 
man, the result was discontinuous in some 
way from what had preceded. He also 
thought it essential to say that Adam was 
the first man and that Eve was made from 
him. This left him with a careful view of 

what is called “theistic evolution”: he saw 
no support for the molecule-to-man sort 
of naturalistic evolution, and he imagined 
that anyone who held to his limitations 
would not be an evolutionist in the fullest 
sense of the word.  

When it comes to assessing Schaeffer’s 
version of specific freedoms and limita-
tions, the first thing to do is to recognize 
that he has covered the main options that 
evangelicals in his day had explored. And 
surely his instincts are right: these explo-
rations come from obviously good peo -
ple, who are competent scholars; why 
should we get worked up over their diffe-
rences? At the same time, a great deal of 
water has gushed on by under the exege-
tical bridge since his booklet first saw 
publication in 1975, and thus I would 
take his list of freedoms as enumerative 
and suggestive, rather than exhaustive. 
The limitations strike me as eminently 
reasonable, and indeed generous – and, as 
we will see, they fit well with the argu-
ments of C. S. Lewis. 

Further, Schaeffer’s approach allows 
what we might call a “glass half full” 
style of ministry, whose main goal is to 
help people adequately face the facts 
about their humanness – we are distinct 
from the other animals, and we all need 
God – without quibbling over every detail. 
This approach allows us to affirm people, 
and leave them to develop their own per -
spectives further – traits that I have seen 
vividly embodied in Jerram Barrs! 

So, all these factors certainly make me 
admire Schaeffer. In addition, I think 
anoth er factor, unstated, comes into play 
as well: namely, a sane Christian has a 
hierarchy of commitments, and thus, for 
example, should insist more strongly on 
the tenets of “mere” or “basic” Christi -
anity – say, the Trinity, or the resurrection 
of Jesus – than on some other matters 
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that are important, but not quite so vital 
– say, the number of sacraments and their 
exact effects. Since I am, like Schaeffer and 
Barrs, a Presbyterian, I appreciate as well 
the ideal of “generic Calvinism,” which 
allows a range of possible views on a 
num ber of matters, within the circle of 
the Reformed ministry.5 

My admiration for Schaeffer’s app-
roach grows even greater when I add into 
the mix some insights from C. S. Lewis, 
the literary scholar. In my judgment, 
Lewis’ insights show that the very nature 
of the material we have in Genesis leads 
to some sort of freedoms and limitations 
rubric, since the material both resists a 
pure ly literalistic reading, and invites a 
recognition of its historical impulse. 

In this essay I want to develop these 
insights from Lewis, and in places to refi-
ne them (since they touch on my own 
area of specialization, namely Genesis). I 
will also draw on Lewis to defend this 
approach against some of its critiques, 
which are still current. And if at times I 
think I can improve on some particulars 
in their outlooks, I still think that a “bro-
adly Lewisian” and “broadly Schaeffe -
rian” tack when it comes to Genesis will 
provide us with the intellectually and 
morally robust tools we need for bringing 
the message of Genesis to each culture.6 

2. What kind of introduction does  
C. S. Lewis need? 
C. S. Lewis (1898–1963), famous both as 
a defender of Christian faith and as the 
writer of imaginative fiction, actually had 
a day job: he was a professional scholar 
of medieval and Renaissance European 
lite rature. From 1925 until 1954, he was 
Fellow and Tutor in English Literature at 
Magdalen College, Oxford; and from 1954 
until he retired in 1963 (shortly before he 
died that same year), he was Professor of 

Medieval and Renaissance Literature at 
Cambridge University. In the course of his 
academic work he produced books and 
papers on topics in ideological history, 
English philology, and literary interpreta-
tion, many of which still show conside-
rable value. 

Nowadays the general public knows 
Lewis primarily for the theological, apo-
logetic, and imaginative works; neverthe-
less his total work hangs together, and the 
same personal traits come through in all 
of his writings.  

Lewis the apologist wrote when the 
standard narrative in the Western world 
was that the advances of the sciences 
were relegating the archaic beliefs of tra-
ditional religions such as Christianity to 
the museum. As he put it,7 

It is a common reproach against 
Chris tianity that its dogmas are un -
changing, while human knowledge 
is in continual growth. Hence, to 
unbelievers, we seem to be always 
engaged in the hopeless task of try-
ing to force the new knowledge 
into moulds which it has outgrown. 
I think this feeling alienates the out-
sider much more than any particu-
lar discrepancies between this or 
that doctrine and this or that scien-
tific theory. … For him it seems clear 
that, if our ancestors had known 
what we know about the universe, 
Christianity would never have exis -
ted at all. 

As Christians sought to adapt to the new 
knowledge, many skeptics held these 
efforts in contempt; as Lewis put it:8 

My friend Corineus has advanced 
the charge that none of us are in 
fact Christians at all. According to 
him historic Christianity is some -
thing so barbarous that no modern 
man can really believe it: the mod -
erns who claim to do so are in fact 
believing a modern system of 
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thought which retains the vocabu-
lary of Christianity and exploits the 
emotions inherited from it while 
quiet ly dropping its essential doc -
trines. 

Lewis took it to be his job to defend the 
essentials of Christian belief, and to show 
that these essentials wear well as they 
encounter modern trends of thought. 

Lewis portrayed himself as a purveyor 
of traditional Christianity; but he made 
his own contributions as well. For ex -
amp le, it has been common in Christian 
thinking to treat the Bible as a virtually 
dis jointed collection of stories, poems, 
doctrinal treatises, ethical discourses and 
so forth. Since about 1990, Christian stu-
dents of Biblical theology have become 
more explicitly aware of the over-arching 
story of the Bible, and of the powerful 
role that story plays in forming the world -
view of a community. As Albert Wol ters 
and Michael Goheen put it,9 

To miss the grand narrative of Scrip -
ture is a serious matter; it is not 
sim ply a matter of misinterpreting 
parts of Scripture. It is matter of 
being oblivious to which story is 
shaping our lives. Some story will 
shape our lives. When the Bible is 
bro ken up into little bits and 
chunks – theological, devotional, 
spiritual, moral, or worldview bits 
and chunks – then these bits can be 
nicely fitted into the reigning story 
of our own culture with all its 
idols! One can be theologically or -
tho dox, devotionally pious, moral-
ly upright, or maybe even have 
one’s worldview categories straight, 
and yet be shaped by the idolatrous 
Western story. The Bible loses its 
forceful and formative power by 
being absorbed into a more encom-
passing secular story. 

One way of marking key episodes in this 
unfolding story is the rubric, “Creation, 
Fall, Redemption, and Consumma tion.”10 

Lewis was, at least with respect to 
main stream Biblical theology, ahead of 
the game in his attention to the narrative 
unity of the Christian message.11 As early 
as 1947, in his book Miracles, he was 
describing world history (which its re -
demptive component) as “this great story 
… a very long story, with a complicated 
plot.”12 In his 1950 essay, “Historicism,” 
he was even more explicit:13 

For Christianity, … history is a story 
with a well-defined plot, pivoted on 
Creation, Fall, Redemption, and 
Judgement. 

And again, in his Cambridge lectures 
introducing the medieval picture of the 
world, published posthumously in 1964 
as The Discarded Image, he wrote:14 

History, in a word, was not for them 
[the Greeks] a story with a plot. The 
Hebrews, on the other hand, saw 
their whole past as a revelation of 
the purposes of Yahweh. Christia -
nity, going on from there, makes 
world-history in its entirety a single, 
transcendentally significant, story 
with a well-defined plot pivoted on 
Creation, Fall, Redemption, and 
Judgement. 

Many theologians are coming to recogni-
ze that their doctrinal formulations must 
do justice to this narrative structure, and 
I will return to this theme. For now I 
simply want to notice that a literary scho-
lar, with no special training in Biblical 
studies or theology, had seen something 
that is now acknowledged as old hat. 
Perhaps his further observations, as I will 
discuss below, will be likewise fruitful.15 

3. Lewis discusses textual features of 
Genesis 
In his Reflections on the Psalms, Lewis 
made it clear that he was not what he called 
a “Fundamentalist”; he did not define the 
term, but it appears from the context that 
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he meant someone with “a prior belief 
that every sentence of the Old Testament 
has historical or scientific truth.”16 And 
Lewis added, 

But this [prior belief] I do not hold, 
any more than St. Jerome did when 
he said that Moses described Crea -
tion “after the manner of a popular 
poet” (as we should say, mythical-
ly) or than Calvin did when he 
doubted whether the story of Job 
were history or fiction. 

(By the way, this version of “fundamenta-
lism” is often assumed to be entailed by 
another principle that Schaeffer held to, 
namely the “inerrancy” of the Bible. No 
doubt this frequent assumption is due to 
the fact that plenty of “inerrantists” exist 
who do indeed fall into that kind of “fun-
damentalism.”17 But the overall principle 
does not require it. Interestingly enough, 
Lewis himself touches on some of the 
linguistic, literary, and philosophical mat-
ters that, combined with disciplines such 
as speech act theory and rhetoric, can 
pro vide the tools for articulating a sound 
notion of Biblical truthfulness – but I 
shall have to develop that elsewhere.18) 

Lewis here refers to Jerome, but no 
one has located the exact spot in which 
Jerome makes this claim. The closest 
source is a passage in the English proto-
Reformer John Colet (1467-1519), who 
wrote in a letter to one Radulphus:19 

Thus Moses arranges his details in 
such a way as to give the people a 
clearer notion, and he does this after 
the manner of a popular poet, in 
order that he may the more adapt 
himself to the spirit of simple rusti-
city, picturing a succession of things, 
works, and times, of such a kind as 
there certainly could not be in the 
work of so great a Workman. 

With this principle in mind, Lewis addres-
ses the possibility that the creation story 

in Genesis is in some way “derived from 
earlier Semitic stories which were Pagan 
and mythical”—a view that had become 
widely spread by his time, and which was 
held to discredit Genesis. But Lewis shows 
his good literary and philosophical sense 
by first insisting, “We must of course be 
quite clear what ‘derived from’ means. 
Stories do not reproduce their species like 
mice.” He observed that it is persons who 
do the retelling, and revising of stories, 
for various ends: 

Thus at every step in what is called 
– a little misleadingly – the “evolu-
tion” of a story, a man, all he is and 
all his attitudes, are involved. And 
no good work is done anywhere 
with out aid from the Father of 
Lights. When a series of such re-tel-
lings turns a creation story which at 
first had almost no religious or 
metaphysical significance into a 
story which achieves the idea of 
true Creation and of a transcendent 
Creator (as Genesis does), then 
noth ing will make me believe that 
some of the re-tellers, or some one 
of them, has not been guided by 
God. 

Hence, although Lewis found much that 
he deemed poetical, or even mythical, in 
the Genesis creation story, he was never -
theless willing to attach to it some kind of 
referent. For example: 

We read in Genesis (2,7) that God 
formed man of the dust and breath -
ed life into him. For all the first 
wri ter knew of it, this passage 
might merely illustrate the survival, 
even in a truly creational story, of 
the Pagan inability to conceive true 
Creation, the savage, pictorial ten-
dency to imagine God making 
things “out of” something as the 
potter or the carpenter does. Never -
 theless, whether by lucky accident 
or (as I think) by God’s guidance, it 
embodies a profound principle. For 
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in any view man is in one sense 
made “out of” something else. He 
is an animal; but an animal called 
to be, or raised to be, or (if you 
like) doomed to be, something more 
than an animal. On the ordinary 
biological view (what difficulties I 
have about evolution are not reli-
gious) one of the primates is chan-
ged so that he becomes man; but he 
remains still a primate and an ani-
mal. 

(For some examples of Lewis’ delight in 
seeing humans as a special kind of ani-
mal, see below.) 

Now, Lewis elsewhere makes it clear 
that he thought this “changing” of one of 
the primates to become man was both 
historical and supernatural.20 Thus the 
poe tical or pictorial style of the Genesis 
story does not prevent it from referring to 
a real event in the history of the world. 

Several ways of qualifying and refining 
Lewis’ observations here immediately 
come to mind; and as I consider them, I 
hope that we do not lose sight of the 
“broadly Lewisian” character of the revi-
sion that results.  

The first refinement addresses Lewis’ 
interpretation of the phrase in Jerome or 
Colet, “after the manner of a popular 
poet” as “mythically,” or as “in the form 
of a folk tale” (in the parallel passage in 
Miracles).21 A chief difficulty in apprecia-
ting what Lewis meant here comes from 
the multiple definitions of the English 
word “myth,” together with the fact that 
Lewis himself did not consider that word 
a derogatory categorization. From Lewis’ 
own discussion it appears that he does not 
intend to suggest that the tale has no his-
torical referentiality; but he is clear that 
we do not discern whatever referentiality 
it has by way of a literalistic reading.  

For the reader not attuned to all of 
Lewis’ intended nuances, it would be bet-

ter to turn to the context of the passage in 
Colet, the only known source for Lewis’ 
description. Colet’s phrases “give the 
people a clearer notion” and “simple rus-
ticity” point the way; and earlier in the 
same place, Colet indicates that Moses’ 
object “was not to give to the learned of 
future generations a scientific statement 
of the manner and order of the creation 
of the universe, but to teach a moral les-
son to the people whom he was leading 
out of the bondage and idolatry of 
Egypt.” That is, Colet is not contrasting 
the literary type of myth or folk tale with 
a literary type of “history,” but rather the 
popular account with the scientific. The 
popular account does not even pretend to 
give the kind of details that the learned 
scholars seek, about the exact order of 
events, or the inner workings of the 
things described. It is content with vivid, 
pictorial description, and trusts the reader 
or hearer with the responsibility of using 
the account properly, namely with allow -
ing the story to capture the imagination 
and loyalty of the community that owns 
it. 

A further refinement speaks to Lewis’ 
acknowledgement that other ancient Near 
Eastern origin stories are relevant to the 
meaning of Genesis. Much has happened 
in the study of the ancient Near East since 
Lewis’ time. While it was once common 
to suppose that the Babylonian poem 
Enuma Elish was the relevant “ancestor” 
of the Genesis creation story,22 and 
though some Biblical scholars still think 
this way, Assyriologists now find in Gene -
sis 1-11 a set of “parallels” to some much 
older Mesopotamian sources.23 To call 
them “parallels” highlights the problems 
con nected with “derivation”; it allows that 
Genesis is a response to, a comment 
upon, or even a refutation of, the Meso -
potamian stories, without saying what 
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the exact literary relationship is (or even 
whether specific texts were in mind).  

And what do these parallels tell us 
about the function of Genesis 1–11? The 
Mesopotamian sources provide what 
Assyriologist William Hallo calls “prehis-
tory” – the story of the period of human 
existence before there are any secure writ-
ten records – and “protohistory” – tales 
of the earliest stages for which there are 
records.24 Another way to put this is to 
recognize that these materials provide 
what we can call the front end of the offi-
cial Mesopotamian worldview story. 
Furth er, it appears that the Mesopota -
mians aimed to accomplish their purpose 
by founding their stories on what they 
thought were actual events, albeit told 
with a great deal of imagery and symbo-
lism. Thus it is reasonable to take Genesis 
1–11 as having a similar purpose in 
Israel, expecting similar attention to his-
tory without undue literalism: these sto-
ries explain to ancient Israel where they 
came from, how things got be the way 
they are, and why God has called Israel to 
exist in the first place (to restore the 
whole of God’s world to a condition of 
“blessing”).25    

Lewis rightly, therefore, recognized the 
hermeneutical caution that good readers 
should exercise when approaching Gene -
sis 1-11. His own scholarly studies had 
made him vividly aware of the problem. 
In discussing a medieval writer who takes 
older poetical works too literalistically he 
says,26 

The poet is ranked with the scien-
tist as authority for a purely scien-
tific proposition. This astonishing 
failure or refusal to distinguish – in 
practice, though not always in 
theory – between books of different 
sorts must be borne in mind when -
ever we are trying to gauge the total 

effect of an ancient text on its 
medieval readers. 

Lewis speaks further of “the medieval 
fail ure to distinguish between writers of 
wholly different kinds,” and gives as an 
example, “A highly lyrical passage from 
Job (xxxix. 19-25) is here being turned 
into a proposition in natural history.”27 

A further example of a failure along 
the lines that Lewis exposes is the effort 
to describe the “Biblical” picture of the 
world, as a flat place, possibly disc-sha-
ped, with mountains at the extremities 
supporting the sky, which is a solid dome 
with an actual body of water above it; 
below the land we find an ocean and the 
subterranean pillars of the earth. Unlike 
the medievals that Lewis was writing 
about, scholars’ purpose for this descrip-
tion is not to adopt it, but to warrant 
rejecting the Biblical picture for its primi-
tivity. Such a description appears in, for 
example, the United Bible Societies’ Hand -
book on Genesis, which makes its appeal 
to passages such as Psalm 104:2-3, 5-9; 
148:4; Job 26:11; 37:18; 38:4-11; Pro -
verbs 8:28-29; Amos 9:6.28 In view of the 
general sensitivity to linguistic, literary, 
and rhetorical matters in the UBS series, it 
is surprising to realize that the list of texts 
is entirely of poetical passages, with no 
assessment of the different kinds of texts 
and what one might have to do to ascer-
tain their presupposed picture of the 
world.29 I wonder what Lewis would say 
about this way of reading! 

Further, Lewis the historian of literatu-
re helps us to appreciate that one of the 
literary techniques at work in Genesis 
may well be what we call “anachronism,” 
portraying past events in light of the 
auth or’s and audience’s present world. 
This was certainly a feature of medieval 
European literature; as Lewis noted, the 



C. John Collins 173

Theofilos  vol. 12 nr. 1 2020

medievals “pictured the whole past in 
terms of their own age. So did the Eliza -
bethans. … It is doubtful whether the 
sense of period is much older than the 
Waverley novels.”30 This need not detract 
from the “historicity” of the text, since 
the text can still refer to actual events 
with out making any kind of strong claim 
about the details of the characters’ cir -
cumstances. An example in Genesis 
would be the term “city” for the very 
early kind of settlement in Genesis 4:17. 

Some may prefer a higher level of lite-
ralism in their reading of Genesis than 
Lew is did, and that preference is legitima-
tely open to discussion. Nevertheless the 
broadly Lewisian points still stand: first, 
the possible effect of “pagan” stories on 
the origin of Genesis need not detract 
from its inspiration; and second, the pos-
sibility (in my mind, the near assurance) 
of shared motifs and literary conventions 
with other ancient near Eastern stories 
need not detract from the referentiality, 
nor even from the historicity, of the 
Genesis material – so long as we do not 
identify historicity with literalism in inter-
pretation.31 

4. An example: The origin and fall of 
human beings 
The flow of this essay is headed toward 
the conclusion that the presence of picto-
rial material and literary conventions in 
Genesis 1-11 shows that an approach like 
Schaeffer’s is surely the best way for belie-
vers to hold and commend their faith in 
the larger world. 

C. S. Lewis fits into this pattern. For 
example, he was happy to entertain a va -
riety of scientific-historical scenarios for 
the origin of humankind, but none of 
them would be valid if they were to deny 
the mystery of reason, or any implica-
tions that follow from that mystery. 

Likewise, these scenarios must not deny 
the objectivity of ethical judgments. 

Consider, for example, his treatment of 
human origins in the context of his chap-
ter on “The Fall of Man” in The Problem 
of Pain.32 In discussing the Biblical story 
of Adam and his sin, and the degree to 
which that event may have affected the 
rest of us (traditionally the descendants of 
Adam and Eve), he acknowledges this 
about “the Fathers” (the leading theologi-
ans in the first few Christian centuries): 

Wisely, or foolishly, they believed 
that we were really – and not simp-
ly by legal fiction – involved in 
Adam’s action. 

Now, Lewis wanted to do justice to this 
belief, at the same time as he recognized 
that 20th century scientific beliefs ran 
contrary to a literalistic reading. So he set 
about addressing, with his characteristic 
clarity, how these two sets of beliefs 
might relate to one another. “Many peop-
le think that this proposition” – that God 
created Man good, but then Man fell by 
disobedience – “has been proved false by 
modern science,” with its view that “men 
have arisen from brutality and savagery.” 

There seems to me to be a complete 
con fusion here. Brute and savage 
both belong to that unfortunate 
class of words which are sometimes 
used rhetorically, as terms of rep-
roach, and sometimes scientifically, 
as terms of description; and the 
pseudo-scientific argument against 
the Fall depends on a confusion be -
tween the usages. If by saying that 
man rose from brutality you mean 
simply that man is physically de -
scended from animals, I have no 
objection. But it does not follow 
that the further back you go the 
more brutal – in the sense of wicked 
or wretched – you will find man to 
be. 
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Lewis insisted, “Science, then, has noth -
ing to say either for or against the doctri-
ne of the Fall,” and proceeded to offer a 
scenario that he thought might be “a not 
unlikely tale”: 

For long centuries, God perfected 
the animal form which was to be -
come the vehicle of humanity and 
the image of Himself. He gave it 
hands whose thumb could be 
applied to each of the fingers, and 
jaws and teeth and throat capable 
of articulation, and a brain suffici-
ently complex to execute all of the 
material motions whereby rational 
thought is incarnated. … Then, in 
the fullness of time, God caused to 
descend upon this organism, both 
on its psychology and physiology, a 
new kind of consciousness which 
could say “I” and “me”, which 
could look upon itself as an object, 
which knew God, which could 
make judgments of truth, beauty 
and goodness, and which was so 
far above time that it could percei-
ve time flowing past. … We do not 
know how many of these creatures 
God made, nor how long they con-
tinued in the Paradisal state. But 
sooner or later they fell. Someone 
or something whispered that they 
could become as gods. … They 
wanted some corner in the universe 
of which they could say to God, 
“This is our business, not yours.” 
But there is no such corner. They 
wanted to be nouns, but they were, 
and eternally must be, mere adjecti-
ves. We have no idea in what parti-
cular act, or series of acts, the self-
contradictory, impossible wish 
found expression. For all I can see, 
it might have concerned the literal 
eating of a fruit, but the question is 
of no consequence. 

It is clear from the context, and from 
Lewis’ other writing, that by “God cau-
sed to descend upon this organism, both 
on its psychology and physiology, a new 

kind of consciousness” he meant some -
thing that was supernatural; as he said in 
Miracles, “To believe that Nature produ-
ced God, or even the human mind, is, as 
we have seen, absurd.”33 And notice that 
this “new kind of consciousness” enables 
the creature to reason about transcendent 
moral realities, which again cannot be a 
simple outgrowth of its material capaci-
ties. 

We might want to revise this scenario 
in some of its particulars; I have offered 
my own revisions for it elsewhere, and 
my result is still “broadly Lewisian.”34 
The point here is that, according to 
Lewis, whatever the details of the story 
we tell about human origins, there are 
limits to what we may suggest and still be 
within the bounds of good critical thin-
king – which, as Lewis would insist, is 
necessary if we want to be practicing 
good science. 

What applies to the origin of human-
kind applies to evolutionary theory in 
gene ral. Lewis mentioned evolution fre-
quently in his writings, generally to dis-
tinguish the scientific theory from the 
ideo logical extrapolations some made of 
it (which he ranked as a “Myth”). But he 
said a few things about the theory itself. 
A fair sample would be this:35 

Again, for the scientist Evolution is 
a purely biological theorem. It 
takes over organic life on this pla-
net as a going concern and tries to 
explain certain changes within that 
field. It makes no cosmic state-
ments, no metaphysical statements, 
no eschatological statements. … It 
does not in itself explain the origin 
of organic life, nor of the varia-
tions, nor does it discuss the origin 
and validity of reason. It may well 
tell you how the brain, through 
which reason now operates, arose, 
but that is a different matter. Still 
less does it even attempt to tell you 
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how the universe as a whole arose, 
or what it is, or whither it is ten-
ding. But the Myth knows none of 
these reticences. … ‘Evolution’ (as 
the Myth understands it) is the for-
mula of all existence. 

The kind of evolutionary theory that did 
not bother Lewis theologically “does not 
in itself explain the origin of organic life, 
nor of the variations, nor … of reason”; 
that is, it does not insist beforehand that 
we may only allow a purely naturalistic 
scenario for the whole development of 
life (though he has not ruled that out).36 

Nominally, at least, some leading evo-
lutionary biologists support Lewis on this. 
For example, D. M. S. Watson (1886-1973), 
Professor of Zoology and Comparative 
Anatomy at University College, London 
(1921-1951), acknowledged: “But whilst 
the fact of evolution is accepted by every 
biologist the mode in which it has occur-
red and the mechanism by which it has 
been brought about are still dispu-
table.”37 The National Science Teachers 
Association (NSTA) says something very 
similar: 

There is no longer a debate among 
scientists about whether evolution 
has taken place. There is conside-
rable debate about how evolution 
has taken place: What are the pro-
cesses and mechanisms producing 
change, and what has happened 
specifically during the history of 
the universe? 

Even though these statements sensibly 
refuse to decide ahead of time what kinds 
of factors can be involved, other state-
ments are emphatic in ruling some things 
out. The National Association of Biology 
Teachers (NABT) insists:38 

Evolutionary biology rests on the 
same scientific methodologies the 
rest of science uses, appealing only 
to natural events and processes to 

describe and explain phenomena in 
the natural world. Science teachers 
must reject calls to account for the 
diversity of life or describe the 
mechanisms of evolution by invo-
king non-naturalistic or supernatu-
ral notions. 

(I do not suggest here that Lewis thought 
that “non-naturalistic” notions must be 
involved in any extensive fashion, nor 
whether any of these would be readily 
per ceptible to human students, nor even 
whether it was appropriate for him to 
have much of an opinion – except, of 
course, in the origin of humankind.) 

It is therefore reasonable, in light of 
what kind of text Genesis 1–11 is, first, to 
refuse to dictate to the paleontologist what 
he or she may find in the fossils, or a 
gene ticist in the genome. At the same 
time, when that geneticist or paleontolo-
gist wants to try to put those findings 
together into larger theories that tell the 
human story, then that person is reaso-
ning as a human being, and his or her rea-
soning must comply with good reasoning. 
As Lewis wrote in another context,39 

Now I dread specialists in power 
because they are specialists speak -
ing outside their special subjects. 
Let scientists tell us about sciences. 
But government involves questions 
about the good for man and justice, 
and what things are worth having 
at what price; and on these a scien-
tific training gives a man’s opinion 
no added value. 

A white lab coat does not confer a privi-
leged status to one’s dicta in every sub-
ject! 

Consider some more of the features 
that Lewis touches on, which distinguish 
humans from the rest of the animals. The 
motivation for science itself is distinctive-
ly human: “One of the things that dis-
tinguishes man from the other animals is 
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that he wants to know things, wants to 
find out what reality is like, simply for the 
sake of knowing.”40 Human friendship is 
another feature that resists explanation 
purely in terms of natural development of 
animal capacities:41 

Friendship is – in a sense not at all 
derogatory to it – the least natural 
of loves; the least instinctive, orga-
nic, biological, gregarious and 
neces sary. … We can live and breed 
without Friendship. The species, 
biologically considered, has no 
need of it. … 

[Friendship] has no survival value; 
rather it is one of those things 
which give value to survival. 

Some researchers have indeed tried to 
argue that human friendship is continu-
ous with some aspects of animal beha-
vior, but they must rest their argument on 
defining friendship down. A 2003 survey 
article in Science News, entitled “Beast 
bud dies,” concludes: “Harder to under-
stand though, according to Silk, are the 
bonds so close and widespread in Homo 
sapiens. She says, ‘None of our models of 
reciprocity [among nonhuman animals] 
can accommodate the psychology of hu -
man friendship.’”42 

Humans even carry out their romantic 
loves in a way that shows both their ani-
mality and their distinctiveness:43 

For I can hardly help regarding it as 
one of God’s jokes that a passion so 
soaring, so apparently transcen-
dent, as Eros, should thus be linked 
in incongruous symbiosis with a 
bodily appetite which, like any other 
appetite, tactlessly reveals its con-
nections with such mundane fac-
tors as weather, health, diet, circu-
lation, and digestion. … It is a con-
tinual demonstration of the truth 
that we are composite creatures, 
rational animals, akin on one side 
to the angels, on the other to tom-

cats. It is a bad thing not to be able 
to take a joke. 

The other animals are uniformly serious! 
Lewis would have us believe that there 

is something fundamentally unreasonable 
in the insistence (such as the NABT has 
apparently made) that even humankind 
arose by a purely natural process; and 
since it is unreasonable, it is bad scientific 
history. And Lewis had undoubtedly met 
people who made just such an insistence, 
even in the name of “science.” Of them 
he said,44 

They ask me at the same moment 
to accept a conclusion and to dis-
credit the only testimony on which 
the conclusion can be based. The 
difficulty is to me a fatal one; and 
the fact that when you put it to 
many scientists, far from having an 
answer, they seem not even to 
understand what the difficulty is, 
assures me that I have not found a 
mare’s nest but detected a radical 
disease in their whole mode of 
thought from the very beginning. 

To see how Lewis’ approach helps us to 
face contemporary challenges, consider 
this example. Anthony Cashmore is a 
pro fessor of biology at the University of 
Pennsylvania, specializing in “the mecha-
nism by which plants respond to light.”45 
He was elected to the National Academy 
of Sciences in 2003, and the Proceedings 
of the National Academy of Sciences pub -
lished his inaugural article, “The Lucre -
tian swerve: The biological basis of hu -
man behavior and the criminal justice 
system,” in 2010.46 Cashmore aims to 
show that, since human behavior is the 
product of genes, environment, and “sto-
chastic” factors (that is, they are probabi-
listic), therefore there is no such thing as 
free will. This in turn means that “indi-
viduals cannot logically be held respon-
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sible for their behavior”; which then leads 
to Cashmore’s purpose for writing, name-
ly a proposal to reform the American cri-
minal justice system. 

In making the argument about how 
the biological factors determine behavior, 
Cashmore does cite a few studies in cog-
nitive science, regarding the relationship 
between measurable brain activity and 
human choices. He does not claim that 
anyone actually understands the brain 
processes, or what consciousness is; he 
rather expects that at some point we will 
have a full explanation for how it arises 
from the chemical properties of the ner-
vous system. He nevertheless insists, “as 
living systems we are nothing more than 
a bag of chemicals”; “not only do we 
have no more free will than a fly or a bac-
terium, in actuality we have no more free 
will than a bowl of sugar. The laws of 
nature are uniform throughout, and these 
laws do not accommodate the concept of 
free will.” 

Because “progress in understanding 
the chemical basis of behavior will make 
it increasingly untenable to retain a belief 
in the concept of free will,” therefore “it 
is time for the legal system to confront 
this reality.” All of the reforms he propo-
ses stem from “the elimination of the illo-
gical concept that individuals are in con-
trol of their behavior in a manner that is 
something other than a reflection of their 
genetic makeup and their environmental 
history,” and this will “hopefully minimi-
ze the retributive aspect of criminal law.” 
Persons convicted of crimes will then be 
given the appropriate psychiatric help (as 
specified by a “court-appointed panel of 
experts”). 

There is much to say about the overall 
logic of Cashmore’s argument, and many 
of the details as well. For now I will con-
tent myself with observing that Lewis 

would surely point out that Cashmore, in 
declaring our thoughts to be merely a bio-
logical phenomenon, has undercut any -
one’s right to believe such a claim. Cash -
more seems to have taken it as fundamen-
tal to science that we must seek purely 
material and, apparently, reductionistic, 
explanations for everything.  

Lewis, who wrote, “A man’s rational 
thinking is just so much of his share in 
eternal Reason as the state of his brain 
allows to become operative,”47 would not 
be surprised at the close connection be -
tween brain activity and decisions, alt hough 
he would likely also point out how little 
these findings actually do explain. He 
would surely also note what problems we 
make for ourselves if we suppose that it is 
even reasonable to posit that chemical 
events in the brain, strictly speaking, 
cause thoughts or choices. 

Further, we recognize that free will and 
moral responsibility are parts of a larger 
realm of discourse, in which there is some 
transcendent norm that we are obligated 
to comply with. And Cashmore has not 
evaded such transcendence. Why does he 
not suggest that we simply eliminate 
those who commit crimes – whether from 
the population, or at least from the gene 
pool (say, by sterilization)? Surely it is 
because he sees as clearly as anyone else 
that we should not do such horrors to our 
fellow humans. Why does he think we 
ought to restructure our criminal justice 
system? Is it not because he considers it 
unjust to punish people for things for 
which they are not responsible? And who 
gets to choose these panels of experts, 
what kind of decision-making does he 
expect from them, and to whom will they 
be accountable? Will they be “wrong” if 
they accept bribes or other favors? I must 
believe that Cashmore expects everyone 
to behave with the utmost honesty and 
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fairness, and that they are blameworthy if 
they do not. And even to make the case 
for something, to try to persuade us that 
it is true, is in effect to insist that the rea-
ders ought to believe it, and are culpable 
if they do not.48 

It is to Cashmore’s credit that he com-
mits these inconsistencies: they are his 
humanity breaking through. As Lewis put 
it, “Holding a philosophy which excludes 
humanity, they yet remain human. … They 
know far better than they think they 
know.”49 We might suspect that Lewis 
would add, along with his Professor 
Digory Kirke, “Logic! Why don’t they 
teach logic at these schools?”50  

5. Objection: These “adjustments” 
take leave of the Biblical presentation 
I have already cited a passage from Lewis 
where he imagined his friend Corineus 
objecting to a project such as I have dis-
cussed here, namely that we are no longer 
talking about the Biblical world (see §2 
above). 

Indeed, in words that oddly echo 
Corineus, the Biblical scholar Peter Enns 
has made exactly this objection to my 
own study on Adam and Eve:51 

Collins’s synthesis requires an ad 
hoc hybrid “Adam” who was “first 
man” in the sense of being either a 
specially chosen hominid or a lar-
ger tribe of early hominids (Collins 
is careful not to commit himself to 
either option). … Further, this type 
of hybrid “Adam,” clearly driven 
by the need to account for an evo-
lutionary model, is not the Adam of 
the biblical authors. 

For now I leave aside the question of 
whether Enns has presented and analyzed 
my argument carefully (I think he clearly 
did not), because I am not aiming to de -
fend the specifics of my own work here, 
except insofar as I am “broadly Lewi -

sian.”52 I will instead focus our attention 
on his words, not the Adam of the biblical 
authors, with its echo of Corineus. 

How does Lewis help us think through 
such an objection? First, Lewis has remin-
ded us that the material in Genesis 1–11 
contains a good deal of pictorial descrip-
tion: and this means, both that we must 
be careful of undue literalism, and that 
the material can still have a referent. Enns 
seems to be suggesting that only a litera-
listic reading of the Genesis material is 
true to the Bible writers on their own 
terms, and that any effort to relate that to 
“science” departs from the Bible writers 
altogether (a departure he advocates).53 

The British New Testament scholar  
N. T. Wright seems to understand things 
better than Enns when he discusses the 
apostle Paul’s use of Adam in Romans 5:54 

Paul clearly believed that there had 
been a single first pair, whose male, 
Adam, had been given a command-
ment and had broken it. Paul was, 
we may be sure, aware of what we 
would call mythical or metaphori-
cal dimensions to the story, but he 
would not have regarded these as 
throwing doubt on the existence, 
and primal sin, of the first histori-
cal pair. Our knowledge of early 
anthro pology is sketchy, to put it 
mildly. Each time another very 
early skull is dug up the newspa-
pers exclaim over the discovery of 
the first human beings; we have 
con signed Adam and Eve entirely 
to the world of mythology, but we 
are still looking for their replace-
ments. What “sin” would have loo-
ked like in the early dawn of the 
human race it is impossible to say; 
but the turning away from open 
and obedient relationship with the 
loving creator, and the turning 
toward that which, though beauti-
ful and enticing, is not God, is such 
a many-sided phenomenon that it is 
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not hard to envisage it at any stage 
of anthropoid development. The 
general popular belief that the early 
stories of Genesis were straightfor-
wardly disproved by Charles Dar -
win is of course nonsense, however 
many times it is reinforced in con-
temporary myth-making. Things 
are just not that simple, in biblical 
theology or science. 

Lewis deals with the ideas at the base of 
this objection:55 

Remembering, as I do, from within, 
the attitude of the impatient scep-
tic, I realize very well how he is fore-
armed against anything I might say 
for the rest of this chapter. “I know 
exactly what this man is going to 
do,” he murmurs. “He is going to 
start explaining all these mytholo-
gical statements away … .” … I 
freely admit that “modernist” 
Chris tianity has constantly played 
just the game of which the impati-
ent sceptic accuses it. But I also 
think there is a kind of explaining 
which is not explaining away. …  
I am going to distinguish what I re -
gard as the “core” or “real mea-
ning” of the doctrines from that in 
their expression which I regard as 
inessential and possibly even chan-
ged without damage. 

Lewis draws a distinction between the 
“core” of a Christian doctrine and the 
particular form by which some people 
might picture the relevant events, and he 
reminds us, “Christianity is not to be jud-
ged from the fancies of children any more 
than medicine from the ideas of the little 
girl who believed in horrid red things.”56  

He then asks us to imagine a scena-
rio:57 

We can suppose a Galilean peasant 
who thought that Christ had lite-
rally and physically “sat down at 
the right hand of the Father.” If 
such a man had then gone to 

Alexandria and had a philosophical 
education he would have discove-
red that the Father had no right 
hand and did not sit on a throne. … 

Even if it could be shown, then, 
that the early Christians accepted 
their imagery literally, this would 
not mean that we are justified in 
relegating their doctrines as a who -
le to the lumber room. Whether they 
actually did, is another matter. The 
difficulty here is that they were not 
writing as philosophers to satisfy 
speculative curiosity about the na -
ture of God and of the universe. … 

Hence the sort of question we are 
now considering is never raised by 
the New Testament writers. When 
once it is raised, Christianity deci-
des quite clearly that the naïf ima-
ges are false.  … We do not find simi-
lar statements in the New Testa -
ment, because the issue has not yet 
been made explicit: but we do find 
statements which make it certain 
how that issue will be decided 
when once it becomes explicit. 

Or, as he puts it in another place,58 

The answer is that the alternative 
we are offering [the early Chris -
tians] was probably never present 
to their minds at all. As soon as it 
was present, we know quite well 
which side of the fence they came 
down on. … 

The earliest Christians were not so 
much like a man who mistakes the 
shell for the kernel as like a man 
car rying a nut which he hasn’t yet 
cracked. The moment it is cracked, 
he knows which part to throw 
away. Till then he holds on to the 
nut, not because he is a fool but 
because he isn’t. 

Besides Alexandrian analysis, what sorts 
of principles do we have that can guide 
us, ensuring that we are keeping the ker-
nel? One overlooked factor in Lewis that 
I have alluded to is the notion of the over-
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arching storyline of the Bible. The story 
beg ins with a transcendent God who made 
a good world, with its human inhabitants 
morally innocent. By some sort of disobe-
dience they pulled themselves and their 
offspring astray from God’s good plan, 
and God’s activity is thereafter redempti-
ve – that is, he is constantly aiming to 
provide “forgiveness for having broken, 
and supernatural help towards keeping, 
that law,” that universal law embedded in 
the good creation.59 The freedoms leave 
some room for discussion over just what 
kinds of scenarios we will be intellectually 
satisfied with; but the shape of the story 
puts a limit on our speculations: we want 
to be sure that we are still telling the same 
story. This, by the way, is why we should 
not take Lewis’ image of the kernel and 
shell too strictly: that is, the Biblical way 
of describing things retains its value as the 
proper way to envision the events and 
scenery, because that imagery shapes our 
attitudes. Hence, we are not free to 
“throw it away” in every sense, and 
Lewis himself did not. 

Corineus’ objection, then – as exemp-

lified by Peter Enns – stems from a drastic 
oversimplification, and thus from actual 
misunderstanding. 

6. Conclusions 
C. S. Lewis, Francis Schaeffer, and Jerram 
Barrs have shown us how the Biblical sto -
ry, sometimes summarized as Creation, 
Fall, Redemption, and Consummation, 
rings true: it actually accounts for what 
we find in ourselves and in the world. 
That story is, in fact, the true Big Story 
that makes sense of our lives. I admire the 
passion with which these men have 
sought to bring the truth of this Big Story 
to bear on a wide range of human activ-
ities – indeed, on all of life.  

Such an endeavor will meet difficulties, 
and our faith obligates us to make our 
best effort to address these difficulties with 
full intellectual rigor and honesty. By com -
bining the profound insights of Lewis and 
Schaeffer into a sensible program of 
“free doms and limitations” we have the 
tools we need for responsible and faithful 
discussions of our origins. 
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alltheblognamesalreadytaken.wordpress.com/2008/05/29/cs-lewis-and-st-jerome/. 
20 This point follows from Lewis’ argument in his Miracles, regarding the special status of mind, which  
cannot be explained as merely the material operations of the brain. See also his Problem of Pain  
(London: Geoffrey Bles, 1940), ch. 5. 
21 Lewis, Miracles, 33 (ch. 4); God in the Dock, 42 (“Dogma and the universe,” 1943). 
22 See the discussion in Alexander Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1951) – a book that addresses issues that were current in Lewis’ time. 
23 For discussion and documentation, see my Did Adam and Eve Really Exist? Who they were and why you 
should care (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), Appendix 1. 
24 William W. Hallo, “Part 1: Mesopotamia and the Asiatic Near East,” in William W. Hallo and William K. 
Simpson, eds., The Ancient Near East: A history (Fort Worth, TX: Harcourt Brace College Publishers, 1998), 
3–181, at 25. 
25 I make these points more fully in in chapter 2 and Appendix 1 of Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?  
An example of missing this point comes from Daniel Harlow, “After Adam: Reading Genesis in an age of 
evolutionary science,” Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith 62.3 (2010): 179-95; at 185-87, Harlow 
notices symbolic and pictorial elements in both Genesis and the Mesopotamian sources, and pronounces 
them both unhistorical. He is confusing historicity with a literalistic scheme of interpretation, without  
argument. 
26 Lewis, Discarded Image, 31. 
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27 Lewis, Discarded Image, 147-48. 
28 William D. Reyburn and Euan McG. Fry, Handbook on Genesis (New York: United Bible Societies, 
1997), 27.  
29 Likewise, in what is actually a good book (which I have commended), Davis Young and Ralph Stearley, 
The Bible, Rocks and Time (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2008), dismiss appeal to phenomenal language as 
an “attempt to avoid the force of the [Genesis] statement” (207), apparently unaware of all the linguistic,  
literary, and rhetorical issues they have swept under the rug. 
30 Lewis, Discarded Image, 183. “The Waverley novels” refers to a class of historical fiction that began in 
the early 19th century (as in Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley, 1814). 
31 For more detail, see my Did Adam and Eve Really Exist, §2b. I also employ a number of Lewisian and 
Schaefferian ideas in my contributions to Matthew Barrett and Ardel Canaday, eds., Four Views on the 
Historical Adam (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013) – not only in my chapter, but also in my comments on 
the other contributions. 
32 Lewis, Problem of Pain, ch. 5. 
33 Lewis, Miracles, 32 (ch. 5). 
34 See my discussion in my Did Adam and Eve Really Exist, §5d; I propose my own “freedoms and  
limitations” in §5c. In my discussion of Lewis, I draw attention to his bafflement over the solidarity concept 
that underlies the Biblical picture. Hence it fascinated me to discover after my book’s publication that Lewis 
continued to wish for greater light on this topic: in a letter written in 1951, more than 10 years after  
The Problem of Pain, he wishes he had known more about how the notion of “members of one another” 
works; letter, 12 September 1951, cited in Richard Purtill, C. S. Lewis’ Case for the Christian Faith  
(San Francisco: Ignatius, 2004 [1985]), 56. This idea is part of what New Testament scholars now call  
“interchange,” and it is part of the larger question of corporate solidarity among the people of God. 
35 Lewis, Christian Reflections, 86 (“The funeral of a great myth,” ca. 1945). Lewis may very well be 
reflecting a comment by G. K. Chesterton, whom he admired: “No philosopher denies that a mystery still 
attaches to the two great transitions: the origin of the universe itself and the origin of the principle of life 
itself.  Most philosophers have the enlightenment to add that a third mystery attaches to the origin of man 
himself.  In other words, a third bridge was built across a third abyss of the unthinkable when there came 
into the world what we call reason and what we call will,” in The Everlasting Man (Garden City: Doubleday, 
1955 [1925]), 27. A work that Lewis praised, Arthur James Balfour, Theism and Humanism (New York: 
Hodder & Stoughton, 1915), makes this point as well. And, interestingly enough in view of Schaeffer’s  
connection to “Old Princeton” Seminary, David Livingstone has shown that Benjamin Warfield wound up 
with a very similar approach to evolution; see Livingstone, Darwin’s Forgotten Defenders (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1987). Hence Lewis’ reservations about what natural “evolution” can accomplish resonate with 
Schaeffer’s freedoms and limitations cited at the head of this essay. 
36 J. B. S. Haldane, whom Lewis mentioned often, certainly did want to claim that evolutionary biology 
ruled out any possibility of conventional theistic religion being true. He states this plainly in his essays 
“Darwinism today,” “When I am dead,” and “Science and theology as art forms” in Possible Worlds and 
Other Essays (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2002 [1927]); see further Gordon McOuat and 
Mary P. Winsor, “J. B. S. Haldane’s Darwinism in its religious context,” British Journal for the History of 
Science 28.2 (1995): 227-31. 
37 Watson, “Adaptation,” Report of the Ninety-Seventh Meeting British Association for the Advancement of 
Science (London: Office of the British Association, 1929), 88-99, at 88. 
38 These two statements were accessed in January of 2016: “NSTA Position Statement: The Teaching of 
Evolution,” 2003, http://www.nsta.org/about/positions/evolution.aspx “NABT Position Statement on 
Teaching Evolution,” adopted in 1995 and modified in 1997, 2000, 2004, 2008, and 2011, 
http://www.nabt.org/websites/institution/?p=92. (Earlier versions held that “natural selection . . . has no  
specific direction or goal,” but this has been removed – so at least a teleological reading of the whole process 
is allowed for.) 
39 Lewis, God in the Dock, 315 (“Is progress possible? Willing slaves of the welfare state,” 1958).  
40 Lewis, God in the Dock, 108 (“Man or rabbit?,” 1946). 
41 Lewis, The Four Loves (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1960), 70, 84 (ch. 4). In the same chapter Lewis observes, 
“To those—and they are now the majority – who see human life merely as a development and complication 
of animal life all forms of behaviour which cannot produce certificates of an animal origin and of survival 
value are suspect” (71).  
42 Susan Milius, “Beast buddies,” Science News 164:18 (November 1, 2003), 282-84. 
43 Lewis, The Four Loves, 116 (ch. 5). 
44 Lewis, The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses (Walter Hooper, ed.; New York: Simon & Schuster, 
1996 [1980]), 103 (“Is theology poetry,” 1944); cf. Christian Reflections, 89 (“Funeral of a great myth,”  
ca. 1945). See also God in the Dock, 135 (“Religion without dogma?,” 1946), where Lewis notes that there 
are different levels of openness to religion in the different scientific disciplines: “It is as their subject matter 
comes nearer to man himself that their anti-religious bias hardens.” 
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45 Information from the university’s web page on Professor Cashmore, 
http://www.bio.upenn.edu/faculty/cashmore/index.html. 
46 Anthony Cashmore, “The Lucretian swerve: The biological basis of human behavior and the criminal  
justice system,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 12 January 2010 (PNAS Early Edition):  
www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.0915161107. 
47 Lewis, Miracles, 37 (ch. 6). 
48 This last point comes from Stephen R. L. Clark, From Athens to Jerusalem: The love of wisdom and the 
love of God (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), 96-97; see further at 28-30 for a position similar to Lewis’. 
Along the same lines as Cashmore is Tamler Sommers and Alex Rosenberg, “Darwin’s nihilistic idea: 
Evolution and the meaninglessness of life,” Biology and Philosophy 18 (2003), 653-68. They claim that 
Darwin’s naturalism and materialism undermine any notion of teleology for human life, and thus any notion 
of ethical normativity. Again, these authors are nevertheless assuming an ethics of belief, in the sense that 
they aim to persuade. Indeed, they get explicitly moralistic when they speak of “every naturalist’s obligation 
to be a Darwinian about how ethical beliefs arose in the first place” (667), and later conclude, “If it is the 
right conclusion then we must respond to Dennett’s final question … with a simple ‘no’” (668). I should  
recommend a dose of Lewis’s essays in Christian Reflections as a helpful antidote. 
49 Lewis, Miracles, 37 (ch. 5). 
50 Lewis, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (New York: HarperCollins, 1950), 48 (ch. 5). 
51 Peter Enns, review of C. John Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, in Perspectives 26:10 (December 
2011), 19-22, at 19 (italics added). Enns has similar points in his book, The Evolution of Adam: What the 
Bible does and doesn’t say about human origins (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2012), but the remarks in his review 
allow us to focus. 
52 I am inclined to excuse his misreadings in light of Lewis’ concession to Dr Pittenger, who had likewise 
misread and mischaracterized Lewis: “we all know too well how difficult it is to grasp or retain the substance 
of a book one finds antipathetic,” in God in the Dock, 179 (“Rejoinder to Dr Pittenger,” 1958). Nevertheless 
I must comment on an obvious mistake in the quoted words from Enns: In my book I said nothing about  
a “synthesis” that “requires an ad hoc hybrid”; rather, I set out my freedoms and limitations, and then  
considered several scenarios in light of those. I thought I made it clear that I did not endorse any of them. 
Perhaps my strategy only makes sense if one accepts a freedoms and limitations model to begin with? 
53 Enns makes it clear in his Evolution of Adam that this is indeed what he means; e.g., “The biblical writers 
assumed that the earth is flat, was made by God in relatively recent history (about 4,000 years before Jesus) 
just as it looks now, and that it is the fixed point in the cosmos over which the sun actually rises and sets” 
(xiii); he also refers to a “strictly literal/historical reading of Genesis” (xv), apparently equating literalism  
in reading with historicity. Ironically, he does actually mention the essay by Lewis that has the Corineus  
quotation, but only to use its title, “Myth became fact” (Enns, 76), with no engagement with its content. 
54 N. T. Wright, “Romans,” in Leander Keck et al., eds., New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume X (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 2002), 393–770, at 524ab (italics added). (I am not implying that Wright would agree with my 
own position; that will be another discussion!) 
55 Lewis, Miracles, 69-70 (ch. 10). A very similar discussion appears in Lewis, Weight of Glory, 100-101 
(“Is theology poetry,” 1944); see also God in the Dock, 45-46 (“Dogma and the universe,” 1943). 
56 Miracles, 74 (ch. 10). Compare what he said about the medieval world picture: the learned were well 
aware that the world is round, but “There were ditchers and alewives who … did not know that the earth 
was spherical; not because they thought it was flat but because they did not think about it at all” (Discarded 
Image, 20). 
57 Miracles, 75-76 (ch. 10). 
58 Lewis, Weight of Glory, 100-101. 
59 Lewis, in Christian Reflections, 46–47 (“On Ethics,” ca. 1943).A
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I still think that a ‘broadly Lewisian’ and ‘broadly Schaefferian’ tack when it comes to 

Genesis will provide us with the intellectually and morally robust tools we need  
for bringing the message of Genesis to each culture. 

C. John (“Jack”) Collins*

As co-editors of this Theofilos Supple ment 
issue, we are delighted that the issue con-
tains such a wealth of valuable contribu-
tions. As theologians and apologists, we 
find Jack Collins’ approach promising, not 
the least because he draws on key in sights 
from the two influential 20th century apo-
logists C. S. Lewis and Francis A. Scha ef -
fer1 in his exposition and application of 
Gene sis 1-3 as a true worldview story. 

We have a threefold intention with this 
article. First, to introduce some key con-
tributions from Schaeffer, Lewis and Col -
lins, largely in their own words. Secondly, 
to indicate why we find their contribu-
tions attractive and worthy of further 
explorations. Thirdly, in view of these 

contributions, to offer some brief, final 
reflections on how to understand Genesis 
1-3 in worldview terms and how to inte -
grate and apply this worldview story in 
our apologetics.  

C. S. Lewis on grasping a story 
and the Story 

Approaching any story with Lewis  
As a Genesis specialist with a keen inte-
rest in issues of faith and science, Jack 
Collins was well suited to serve as Re -
search Fellow at the Creation Project at 
the Carl F. Henry Center for Theological 
Understanding. This project is a major 
ini tiative “designed to nurture evangelical 

* Lewis and Schaeffer were two of the most influential Christian apologists in the 20th Century in their own 
right. We have a special affinity to these two apologists in our academic Communication and Worldviews pro-
gramme (in Norwegian: “kommunikasjon og livssyn”). This is due both to their foundational theological  
orientation, their significant – and quite different – contributions to Christian apologetics, and their deep 
understanding of the importance of worldviews in Christian apologetics.
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engagement with the doctrine of creation 
in all of its historical, theological, and 
scien tific complexity.”2 Collins’ research 
resulted in the publication of a fascinating 
monograph entitled Reading Genesis Well: 
Navigating History, Poetry, Science, and 
Truth in Genesis 1-11 (2018) 

In an interesting interview with Bible 
Gateway, Collins explains how he disco-
vered his starting point in this study in  
C. S. Lewis’ professional writings on Eng -
lish language and literature: 

Lewis’ professional writings display 
an intuitive grasp of disciplines that 
are nowadays held separate, such 
as rhetoric, literary interpretation, 
and linguistics – and these discipli-
nes can, if used wisely, help us to 
make our reading more careful. In 
Lewis’ intuitions we see the benefits 
of not separating what God has joi-
ned together, and that’s what I’ve 
put to work here... 

Lewis began one of his books this 
way: “The first qualification for 
judging any piece of workmanship 
from a corkscrew to a cathedral is 
to know what it is – what it was 
intended to do and how it is meant 
to be used.”3  

Straightaway, Lewis has drawn our 
attention to three aspects of a work 
of literary craftsmanship: 

1) What it is: issues of things like 
“genre,” style, and register; What is 
the relation of literary form and the 
content?  
2) What it was intended to do: 
What effect does the work aim to 
produce in its users?  
3) How it is meant to be used: 
What kind of users are envisioned by 
the work, what knowledge and be -
liefs do they share with the auth or, 
what kind of social setting is the 
normal locus of use?4 

As we will see below, Collins shows how 
these three foundational questions may be 

highly significant for a deeper and more 
balanced reading of the early chapters of 
Genesis.   

Approaching the biblical Story with 
Lewis 
We may connect these literary insights 
from Lewis to his well-known emphasis 
on the deeper theological significance of 
‘mythical’ stories. As Alister McGrath 
points out, this was an insight that Lewis 
gained from his friend J. R. R. Tolkien: 

[A conversation with Tolkien in 
1931] helped Lewis realize that 
myths in the technical literary sense 
of the term – were ‘profound and 
suggestive of meanings’ that lay be -
yond his grasp, so that he was 
unable to state in plain language 
‘what it meant’.  

For Lewis, a myth is a story that 
evokes awe, enchantment, and in -
spi ration, and conveys or embodies 
an imaginative expression of the 
dee pest meanings of life. Lewis came 
to see that the story of Christ was a 
“true myth” – that is to say, a myth 
that functions in the same manner 
as other myths yet really happened. 
Christianity possessed the literary 
form of a myth, with the critical 
dif fe rence that it was true. The story 
of Christ is thus to be understood 
as ‘God’s myth’, whereas the great 
pagan narratives are ‘men’s myths’.5 

McGrath continues by clarifying how 
Lew is uses the term ‘myth’: 

Many, particularly within the Ame -
rican evangelical community, mis-
understand Lewis at this point, be -
lieving that his use of the term 
‘myth’ implies that Christianity is 
fictional or false. As recent scholar -
ship has made clear, however, a 
“myth” is ultimately a worldview 
that is presented in the form of a 
narrative.6 

This biblical story makes sense of our glo-
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bal story as a common humanity. In Lew -
is’ own words: “Christianity, going on 
from [the Hebrew Bible], makes world 
history in its entirety a single, transcen-
dentally significant, story with a well-de -
fi ned plot pivoted on Creation, Fall, 
Redemption, and Judgement.”7 Thus, 
accord ing to Lewis, the Bible provides us 
with a coherent worldview story from 
creation and fall, towards Christ and the 
ultimate consummation.  

Appreciating an imaginative retelling of 
the Story with Lewis 
We will now highlight two examples of 
how Lewis uses a ‘mythical’ retelling of 
the biblical Story, as his creative way of 
communicating rich biblical truth.  

The first one is the imaginative re-tel-
ling of the creation story in the famous 
Narnia story The Magician's Nephew: 

In the darkness something was hap-
pening at last. A voice had begun to 
sing. It was very far away and  
Di gory found it hard to decide 
from what direction it was coming. 
Some times it seemed to come from 
all directions at once. Sometimes he 
almost thought it was coming out 
of the earth beneath them. Its lower 
notes were deep enough to be the 
voice of the earth herself. There 
were no words. There was hardly 
even a tune. But it was, beyond 
com parison, the most beautiful 
noise he had ever heard. It was so 
beautiful he could hardly bear it. 
The horse seemed to like it too: he 
gave the sort of whinny a horse 
would give if, after years of being a 
cab-horse, it found itself back in 
the old field where it had played as 
a foal, and saw someone whom it 
remembered and loved coming 
across the field to bring it a lump of 
sugar. “Gawd!” said the Cabby. 
“Ain't it lovely?” Then two won-
ders happened at the same mo -

ment. One was that the voice was 
suddenly joined by other voices; 
more voices than you could pos-
sibly count. They were in harmony 
with it, but far higher up the scale: 
cold, tingling, silvery voices. The 
second wonder was that the black-
ness overhead, all at once, was bla-
zing with stars. They didn't come 
out gently one by one, as they do 
on a summer evening. One moment 
there had been nothing but dark-
ness; next moment a thousand, 
thou sand points of light leaped out 
– single stars, constellations, and 
planets, brighter and bigger than 
any in our world. There were no 
clouds. The new stars and the new 
voices began at exactly the same 
time. If you had seen and heard it, 
as Digory did, you would have felt 
quite certain that it was the stars 
themselves who were singing, and 
that it was the First Voice, the deep 
one, which had made them appear 
and made them sing… 8 

… The Lion was pacing to and fro 
about that empty land and singing 
his new song. It was softer and 
more lilting than the song by which 
he had called up the stars and the 
sun; a gentle, rippling music. And 
as he walked and sang the valley 
grew green with grass. It spread out 
from the Lion like a pool. It ran up 
the sides of the little hills like a 
wave. In a few minutes it was cree-
ping up the lower slopes of the dis-
tant mountains, making that young 
world every moment softer. The 
light wind could now be heard ruff-
ling the grass. Soon there were 
other things besides grass. The high -
er slopes grew dark with heather. 
Patches of rougher and more brist-
ling green appeared in the valley. 
Digory did not know what they 
were until one began coming up 
quite close to him. It was a little, 
spiky thing that grew out dozens of 
arms and covered these arms with 
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green and grew larger at the rate of 
about an inch every two seconds. 
There were dozens of these things 
all round him now. When they were 
nearly as tall as himself, he saw 
what they were. “Trees!” he exclaim -
ed.”9 

This beautiful, re-imagining of the Gene -
sis 1 story fills us with wonder and joy, if 
we let it speak to us on a deeper level.  

The second example of Lewis’ retelling 
of the Genesis 1-3 story is from Pere land -
ra, the second book in his science fiction 
trilogy. It relates how temptation is 
brought to the planet Perelandra (our Ve -
nus), a world with completely innocent 
inhabitants. It is the mad human scientist, 
Weston, who is the vehicle for tempting 
the queen of the planet, Green Lady. He 
goes to great length to argue that she 
should disobey the one command from 
Maleldil (Perelandra’s name for God) that 
they must never stay the night at the 
Fixed Island. Weston is arguing that Ma -
lel dil really intends her to disobey his 
commands:  

‘These other commands of His–to 
love, to sleep, to fill this world with 
your children–you see for yourself 
that they are good. And they are 
the same in all worlds. But the com-
mand against living on the Fixed 
Island is not so. You have already 
learned that He gave no such com-
mand to my world. And you can-
not see where the goodness of it is. 
No wonder. If it were really good, 
must He not have commanded it to 
all worlds alike? For how could 
Ma lel dil not command what was 
good? There is no good in it. Malel -
dil Himself is showing you that, 
this moment, through your own 
rea son. It is mere command. It is 
forbidding for the mere sake of for-
bidding.’  

‘But why …?’  

‘In order that you may break it. 
What other reason can there be? It 
is not good. It is not the same for 
other worlds. It stands between you 
and all settled life, all command of 
your own days. Is not Maleldil sho-
wing you as plainly as He can that 
it was set up as a test – as a great 
wave you have to go over, that you 
may become really old, really sepa-
rate from Him.’  

‘But if this concerns me so deeply, 
why does He put none of this into 
my mind? It is all coming from you, 
Stranger. There is no whisper, even, 
of the Voice saying Yes to your 
words.’  

‘But do you not see that there can-
not be? He longs–oh, how greatly 
He longs–to see His creature beco-
me fully itself, to stand up in its 
own reason and its own courage 
even against Him. But how can He 
tell it to do this? That would spoil 
all. Whatever it did after that would 
only be one more step taken with 
Him. This is the one thing of all the 
things He desires in which He must 
have no finger. Do you think He is 
not weary of seeing nothing but 
Himself in all that He has made? If 
that contented Him, why should 
He create at all? To find the Other 
– the thing whose will is no longer 
His - that is Maleldil’s desire.’10  

Again, we are struck by Lewis’ imagina -
tive retelling of the biblical story. Thus, 
both examples illustrate that deep truths 
of the Christian worldview may be com-
municated powerfully through various 
forms of imaginative narratives.  

Francis A. Schaeffer on approa-
ching Genesis and science 

Locating Genesis in Space and Time 
with Schaeffer 
Like Jack Collins, we have also been 
influenced by C. S. Lewis and Francis A. 
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Schaeffer. Whereas Collins specifically 
refers to a key booklet by Schaeffer called 
No Final Conflict (see below), we would 
also like to highlight Schaeffer’s book on 
Genesis 1-11 called Genesis in Space and 
Time. 

In this book, the early chapters of 
Genesis are immediately related to the lar-
ger worldview questions: 

In some ways [Genesis 1-11] are 
the most important chapters in the 
Bible, for they put man in his 
cosmic setting and show him his 
peculiar uniqueness. They explain 
man’s wonder and yet his flaw. 
With out a proper understanding of 
these chapters we have no answer 
to the problems of metaphysics, 
morals, or epistemology, and fur -
thermore the work of Christ beco-
mes one more upper-story 'religio-
us' answer.11  

Schaffer claims that we should not under-
stand the early chapters of Genesis as 
unhistorical myths, but as credible stories 
firmly located in our space and time rea-
lity. Therefore, they speak with trustwort-
hiness and relevance to our real world. 

Exploring Genesis as an Explanatory 
Worldview Story with Schaeffer 
Schaeffer was well-known for his world-
view approach in apologetics, where he 
contrasted a biblical worldview with 
alternative perspectives. This was also the 
case in Genesis in Space and Time. Here 
we will quote one of Schaeffer’s classical 
arguments at length. The major thrust of 
his argumentative approach is that alter-
native non-Christian worldviews do not 
have satisfactory answers to the big ques-
tions in life: 

An impersonal beginning... raises 
two overwhelming problems which 
neither the East nor modern man 
has come anywhere near solving. 

First, there is no real explanation 
for the fact that the external world 
not only exists but has a specific 
form. Despite its frequent attempt 
to reduce the concept of the perso-
nal to the area of chemical or psy-
chological conditioning, scientific 
study demonstrates that the univer-
se has an express form. One can go 
from particulars to a greater unity, 
from the lesser laws to more and 
more general laws or super-laws. In 
other words, as I look at the Being 
which is the external universe, it is 
obviously not just a handful of 
pebb les thrown out there. What is 
there has form. If we assert the exis -
tence of the impersonal as the be -
ginning of the universe, we simply 
have no explanation for this kind 
of situation. 

Second, and more important, if we 
begin with an impersonal universe, 
there is no explanation of persona-
lity. In a very real sense, the ques-
tion of questions for all generations 
-- but overwhelmingly so for mod -
ern man -- is, “Who am I?” For 
when I look at the “I” that is me 
and then look around to those who 
face me and are also men, one thing 
is immediately obvious: Man has a 
“mannishness.” You find it wher -
ever you find man -- not only in the 
men who live today, but in the arti-
facts of history. The assumption of 
an impersonal beginning cannot 
adequately explain the personal 
beings we see around us; and when 
men try to explain man on the basis 
of an original impersonal, man 
soon disappears. 

In short, an impersonal beginning 
explains neither the form of the 
uni verse nor the personality of man. 
Hence it gives no basis for under-
standing human relationships, buil-
ding just societies, or engaging in 
any kind of cultural effort. It is not 
just the man in the university who 
needs to understand these ques-
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tions. The farmer, the peasant, any -
one at all who moves and thinks 
needs to know. That is, as I look 
and see that something is there, I 
need to know what to do with it. 
The impersonal answer at any level 
and at any place at any time of his-
tory does not explain these two 
basic factors -- the universe and its 
form, and the “mannishness” of 
man. And this is so whether it is 
expressed in the religious terms of 
pantheism or modern scientific 
terms. 

But the Judeo-Christian tradition 
begins with the opposite answer. 
And it is upon this that our whole 
Western culture has been built. The 
universe had a personal beginning – 
a personal beginning on the high 
order of the Trinity. That is, before 
“in the beginning” the personal 
was already there. Love and thought 
and communication existed prior 
to the creation of the heavens and 
the earth.12 

We would like to suggest that this world-
view approach continues to be relevant 
for Christian apologetics, even though it 
may need to be further developed, as 
more nuanced, specific, and contextual.  

Claiming No Conflict between Genesis 
and science with Schaeffer 
In the booklet No Final Conflict13 Schaef -
fer’s concern is with the trustworthiness 
and authority of the Scriptures over aga-
inst ‘neo-orthodox existentialist’ theolo -
gies, where the Bible is emptied from pro-
positional content.  

The issue is whether the Bible is 
God's verbalized communication to 
men giving propositional truth 
whe re it touches the cosmos and 
history, or whether it is only in 
some sense “revelational” where it 
touches matters of religion. The 
early chapters of Genesis relate to 
this discussion, but ultimately the 

question is not (and cannot be) 
confined to them: the whole Bible is 
involved.14  

If we try to separate the religious 
passages in the book of Genesis from 
those which touch on history and 
the cosmos, the religious passages 
are relegated to an upper-story 
situation. They have been removed 
from any connection to space-time 
verification, and that means no his-
torical or scientific study can refute 
them. But it also follows that no 
studies can verify them. In short, 
there is no reason to accept the 
upper-story religious things either. 
The upper-story religious things 
only become a quarry out of which 
to have our own personal subjecti-
ve, existential, religious experience. 
There is no reason, then, to think of 
the religious things as being other 
than in one's own head.15 

Even though Schaeffer has a strong, con-
servative evangelical view of the Bible, he 
proposes an approach to Genesis 1-3 
with freedoms and limitations.  

In terms of “freedoms”, Schaeffer lists 
seven possible interpretations of Genesis 
1-3, while not explicitly supporting any 
of them: (1) God may have created a 
“grown up universe”. (2) There may have 
been a time gap between verses 1 and 2, 
and verses 2 and 3. (3) It is possible that 
Genesis 1 talk about a “long day”.  
(4) The flood may have affected the geo-
logical data. (5) The word “kind” in Gen 
1:11 is not synonymous with species.  
(6) There may have been animal death 
before the Fall. (7) Only the word ‘bara’ 
must imply an absolute beginning.  

On the other hand, Schaeffer suggests 
two “limits”. The first is that “the word 
bara insists that the original creation, at 
the creation of conscious life and the crea-
tion of man there was specific disconti-
nuity with what preceded.”16 The second 
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is holding that “Adam was historic and 
was the first man and that Eve was made 
from Adam.” For the latter point he re -
fers to the NT, which means that this 
question also involves the whole authori-
ty of the NT including Paul.  

When assessing Schaeffer’s approach, 
Collins summarizes as follows: 

 

He has covered the main options 
that evangelicals in his day had 
explored. And surely his instincts 
are right… At the same time, a 
great deal of water has gushed on 
by under the exegetical bridge since 
his booklet first saw publication in 
1975, and thus I would take his list 
of freedoms as enumerative and 
sug gestive, rather than exhaustive. 
The limitations strike me as emi-
nently reasonable, and indeed gene-
rous.17 

Thus, this approach seeks to formulate a 
constructive framework for the discus-
sion on the early chapters of Genesis 
which allows for different ways of inter-
preting, while at the same time upholding 
some fundamental theological commit-
ments. 

The Schaeffer Legacy: The L’Abri 
Statement on Creation and Evolution 
The L’Abri movement has felt the impact 
of the ongoing discussion on Genesis and 
science. In 2012, the Board of Trustees 
felt it necessary to formulate a statement 
on the issue, where they attempted to for-
mulate the legacy from Schaeffer. The sta-
tement bears quoting in full: 

Creation/Evolution Summary 
State ment  

The Creation/Evolution debate can 
be complex, confusing and all too 
often controversial. But it has 
never theless been important within 
L’Abri to speak to the issues invol-

ved. L’Abri has in fact produced 
many lectures and even a few books 
relevant to the subject. Schaef fer 
him self frequently addres sed the 
issue in a number of places, not 
least in his book Genesis in Space 
and Time. There we find a good 
summary of the L’Abri approach to 
this subject. 

We note that Schaeffer does not 
major on attacking Evolution as a 
scientific system. He does not get 
into the biology or the fossil rec -
ords, etc. Rather his focus is on 
drawing out the central Biblical 
teach ing on origins and contrasting 
it at critical points with the para-
digm that he called ‘the impersonal 
plus time plus chance’ and its impli-
cations.  

His focus is on the key ideas and 
their consequences rather than their 
origins in a particular scientific 
theo ry – and he never comes across 
as anti-science. He is extremely 
careful to leave room for debate on 
issues he feels not completely clear 
in Scripture and yet he never loses 
focus on the critical importance of 
defending a ‘space-time’ Creation. 
So he allows freedom of opinion on 
the lengths of the days, on animal 
death before the Fall, on the extent 
of the flood – all of which shows 
him to be remarkably free of his 
own fundamentalist heritage.  

And yet he is crystal clear that there 
was an historical Adam and Eve, an 
historical Fall, and multiple mo -
ments of creative intervention by 
God. The enemy for him is not 
neces sarily evolution per se, but 
rath er – an impersonal universe, a 
chance origin, the absence of the 
supernatural, the uniformity of 
natural causes in a closed system, 
and man as [a] biological machine. 
What is defended is not so much a 
detailed pseudoscientific Creatio -
nism but rather the critical impor-
tance of divine supernatural acti -
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vity, of design and purpose, of the 
image of God in Man, of human 
death (including physical death) as 
a result of God’s judgment, and a 
real historical flow in Genesis. 

These continue to be the central 
affirmations and denials that shape 
our perspective in L’Abri today. As 
time moves on, various interpreta-
tions of Genesis and different scien-
tific theories will doubtless come 
and go. Questions about exactly 
how God has interacted with Crea -
tion and to what degree He has 
used secondary causes to achieve 
His purposes will always prove 
chal lenging. Consequently, we also 
want to leave room for new data 
and fresh perspectives arising in 
our own moments of history, as 
these may call us to re-examine our 
positions. But in the matter of our 
origins, the theological affirmations 
and denials listed above will remain 
the key convictions we will want to 
stand on.  

L’Abri Trustees  
November 30th, 2012 18   

This statement follows Schaeffer’s key 
approach in focusing on the major world-
view issues, affirming some basic theolo-
gical commitments, while leaving the dis-
cussion open on several other issues.  

Reading Genesis 1-3 with Jack 
Collins – inspired by Lewis and 
Schaeffer 
As a leading evangelical specialist on 
Gene sis, Collins has contributed many 
academic and more popular publications 
on Genesis 1-3. This part of our essay will 
therefore be highly selective and only 
indicative. We will focus on the three key 
literary questions from Lewis and on 
Schaeffer’s freedoms and limitations app-
roach. 

Answering the first question from 
Lewis: “What it is”  
When it comes to identifying the literary 
characteristics of Genesis 1:1-2:3, Collins 
uses the term exalted prose narrative. The 
literary form is narrative, while the style 
or register of the narrative is exalted 
prose. This is based on several observa-
tions from the text, including the follo-
wing: 

1. The pericope consists of an al -
most liturgical recounting of God’s 
achievements…  

2. We have a highly patterned pre-
sentation of the days. …  
3. The narrative is exceedingly 
broad in its taxonomies…  

4. The name for the heavens, 
[raqia‘], the “expanse,” is unusual 
and probably rhetorically “high” 
or poetic …  
5. The sun and the moon are given 
very allusive names (“greater light” 
and “lesser light”), names that are 
not normal for the Bible… 

6. God takes a rest on his Sabbath 
(but every faithful person knows 
that God never gets tired).  

7. The events are, in the nature of 
the case (creation), unique, which 
supplies a good reason for a unique 
style.19 

But granted that Genesis 1:1-2:3 is an 
exalted prose narrative, what is it all 
about? Collins has become well-known 
for his analogical day position: “The crea-
tion days are God’s workdays, their 
length is neither specified nor important, 
and not everything in the account needs 
to be taken as historically sequential.”20  

The analytical overview provided by 
Bruce Gordon is a succinct summary of 
this position and approach: 

Collins argues that Genesis 1:1 is 
best interpreted as a summary of 
God’s activity prior to the first day 
of creation in Genesis 1:3, which 
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allows for an unspecified period of 
time to have passed prior to God’s 
beginning to shape the earth for 
habitability.  
Collins develops his analogical 
understanding in light of the follow -
ing considerations: (1) the ongoing 
nature of the seventh “day” that 
lacks an evening and a morning 
(Gen. 2:2); (2) the expansion of the 
sixth “day” in the second creation 
account (Gen. 2:5–25); (3) a lexico-
grammatical resolution of the pro-
blem of the fourth “day” in which 
– since God here tasks the sun, 
moon, and stars to govern the day 
and night (Gen. 1:14–16) – the 
Hebrew allows God’s action to be 
that of appointing these previously 
created heavenly bodies (Gen. 1:1) 
to their function of marking time 
for sentient life; and (4) the poetic 
parallelism correlating “days” one 
to three as a triad with “days” four 
through six (the literary-framework 
observation), which indicates that 
day length and chronology are not 
primary considerations in the crea-
tion account.21  

As an exalted prose narrative, Genesis 
1:1-2:3 should not be interpreted in a lite-
ralistic way. As Collins points out in va -
rio us contributions, a literalistic approach 
may be found within a wide spectrum of 
interpretations, including both creationist 
and theistic evolutionist readings. 

Therefore, the passage in Genesis 1 
should neither be read as plain history 
nor as ancient or modern science. This 
relates to our understanding of ‘history’ 
and ‘historical’: 

We appreciate that in ordinary lan-
guage to say that something is ‘his-
torical’ is to say that there are actu-
al persons and events for it to refer 
to and these persons and events 
really existed. This does not deter-
mine the literary form or rhetorical 

setting in which the referring takes 
place, however. … Hence, we must 
insist that ‘history’ is not a literary 
form; it is rather a way of referring 
to persons and events with a proper 
moral orientation.22 

The early chapters of Genesis have a 
clear historical function in this referential 
sense, “in the sense that it speaks of real 
per sons and events – even if we have dif-
ficulty in locating them precisely in time 
and space with the tools we currently 
have”23. We may relate Collin’s insightful 
analysis at this point to Schaeffer’s em -
phasis on the necessity to locate Genesis 
in real space and time, but without pres-
upposing specific chronology and / or 
geo graphy.  

Answering the second question from 
Lewis: “What it was intended to do” 
Through his careful analysis of the early 
chapters of Genesis, Collins uncovers a 
dual purpose for these chapters: 

I take the purpose of Genesis to be -
gin with opposing the origin stories 
of other ancient peoples by telling 
of one true God who made heaven 
and earth, and who dignified 
human kind with a special nobility, 
namely, the task of ruling the world 
wisely and well.24 
… [The] purpose of Genesis 1–11 is 
to set the stage for Genesis 12–50, 
and it does this by clarifying that 
the God who called Abraham is in 
fact the one true God for whom all 
humankind yearns.25 

Based on these key insights, Collins coin -
ed the phrase “the front end of the basic 
worldview story”. It served as the front 
end of the basic story for ancient Israel, 
and in the same way it functions as the 
front end of the big story that defines 
Christians. 

This leads naturally to two questions: 

Exploring Genesis 1-3 as a True Worldview Story
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How can we summarize this story? And 
what was this ‘front end of the basic 
worldview story’ intended to do?  

The overall story – of an initially 
good creation, suitable for habita-
tion and rule by humans exercising 
wisdom and benevolence; the intru-
sion of sin into human life, spoiling 
and disrupting human community; 
the good Creator steadfastly com-
mitted to redeeming his creatures 
and planning how to bring restora-
tion and eventual fulfillment to 
them all – this story, I say, rings 
true. It makes sense of Israel, and it 
makes sense of Jesus. It enlists you 
and me to live loyally toward God, 
to like what he likes, and to embra-
ce our place in the community of 
his faithful, the community that is a 
place where together we aspire to 
be good, and also provide safety for 
those who aren’t very good at being 
good, and is the key player in this 
unfolding story.26 

Thus, the worldview story defines and 
shapes the worldview community.  

Answering the third question from 
Lewis: “How it is meant to be used” 
As the front end of the big story in the 
Bible, Collins point out that we may iden-
tify both a social and a liturgical function 
of Genesis 1-11:                                                                                                                            

Its social function is to narrate pre-
history and protohistory, with a 
view to laying the groundwork for 
the Pentateuch’s formation of 
Israel’s identity – to reinforce God’s 
calling: this is who we are, this is 
where we come from, this is what 
God intends to do in us and 
through us; these are the things we 
are called upon to like and to value. 
The narration would most often be 
read aloud in the public sacred 
gath erings of ancient Israel, and 
thus also in our Christian services 
of worship. Its literary form is pre-

dominately narrative, with styles 
that differ from pericope to perico-
pe. Does it aim to tell history? Yes, 
in the sense that it speaks of real 
persons and events – even if we have 
difficulty in locating them precisely 
in time and space with the tools we 
currently have.27 

Upgrading Schaeffer’s Freedoms and 
Limitations Approach 
It is especially in the explorations of 
Genesis 3 and the relationship between a 
historical Adam and Eve and science, that 
Collins has applied Schaeffer’s freedoms 
and limitations approach. He has summa -
rized his fundamental convictions (“limi-
tations”) in the following way: 

I consider it important to protect 
three basic affirmations:  

1) the human race is one family with 
a unified origin (regardless of the 
initial population size);  

2) humans arose by a process that 
goes beyond the impersonal;  
and  

3) sin is an alien intruder into God’s 
good creation and entered into 
human experience at some point in 
the headwaters of human history.  
I say, then, that we can preserve the 
Big Story so long as we maintain 
the solidarity of the human race in 
Adam – both his contemporaries 
and those who came after him. This 
story has the virtues of being robust 
in that it can make room for scien-
tific exploration, critical in that it 
guards our good sense against erro-
neous views, and sense giving in 
that it actually addresses our condi-
tion and enables us to live faithful-
ly.28 

Thus, Collins proposes that Adam may 
be described as the “federal head” of 
humankind, uniting humans in our iden-
tity as both image bearers and rebels. 
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Brief, final reflections on 
Genesis 1-3 as a True 
Worldview Story 

Applying James Sire’s Worldview 
Definition to Genesis 1-3 
The understanding of Genesis 1-3 as a 
biblical worldview story, may be illumi-
nated further by James W. Sire’s defini-
tion of worldviews:29  

A worldview is a commitment, a 
fun damental orientation of the 
heart, that can be expressed as a 
story or in a set of presuppositions 
(assumptions which may be true, 
partially true or entirely false) 
which we hold (consciously or sub-
consciously, consistently or inconsis -
tently) about the basic constitution 
of reality, and that provides the 
foundations on which we live and 
more and have our being.30  

In relation to Genesis 1-3, we may 
paraphrase the four central elements of 
this definition as follows: (1) The basic 
commitment expressed by the author of 
these chapters is a personal trust in God 
as Creator, Sustainer, and Lord. The desi-
red fundamental orientation of the heart 
is a personal covenant relationship with 
this one, true God. (2) Genesis 1-3 func -
tions as the front end of a true worldview 
story, told in exalted prose narrative, and 
was neither intended as an ordinary his-
tory nor as ancient or modern science.  
(3) Genesis 1-3 has a referential function 
and claims that the basic constitution of 
reality is a created universe; thus, rejec-

ting both ancient and modern alternative 
secular and religious worldviews. (4) As a 
true worldview story, it provides the foun-
dation on which we in the Christian 
world view community live and move and 
have our being.  

Relating Genesis 1-3 to Paul’s 
Apologetic Argument in Athens  
We suggest that even though this world-
view approach is a modern idea concep-
tually, it corresponds to a large extent to 
key biblical models. In fact, we find that 
the apologetic thrust of Genesis 1-3 as a 
true worldview story is parallel to the ini-
tial stages in Paul’s apologetic speech to 
the Areopagos Council in Athens (Acts 
17:22-31). Paul’s argumentative app-
roach in that context, when faced with 
Stoicism, Epicureanism, and polytheism, 
was a move from natural theology 
through ultimate authority to the 
Resurrection.  

The first two stages in Paul’s argument 
was (i) that a Judeo-Christian natural 
theo logy provides the most adequate 
view of God, the universe and humanity 
in comparison with other worldviews, 
and (i) that the Creator and Sustainer, as 
the Author of life, has absolute and legiti-
mate authority over life. This is also – in 
broad terms – the overall argumentative 
move in Genesis 1-3, over against alterna-
tive worldview stories.31 In conclusion, 
we suggest that a careful reading of Gen 
1-3 as a true worldview story is approp-
riate both exegetically, theologically, and 
apologetically. 
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national scholars includes “Multiple-
view essays on controversial topics” and 
entries on over 450 key terms, theories, 
individuals and subjects of debate. 

Copan, Paul and Paul Moser, ed.’s. The 
Rationality of Theism (Routledge, 2003) 

A good collection of introductory/inter-
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Begins with the transcription of a debate 
between William Lane Craig and Alex 
Rosenberg, adds several commenting 
papers, and gives the debaters the  
opportunity to respond. 
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Nagasawa, Yujin. The Existence of God: 
A Philosophical Introduction (Routledge, 
2011) 

Leading philosopher of religion Yujin 
Nagasawa takes the arguments for God 
seriously in this well written introductory 
work suitable for undergraduates. 
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There are times in life when one is consci o us of a ‘wake-up call’. I seem to encounter 
them quite regularly and they tend to impact my life and my priorities.  

One memorable example was the first time I encountered Richard Dawkins on tele-
vision. In a series on prime time on the UK’s Channel 4, he presented a series called The 
Root of All Evil? While the Bible claims that the root of (all kinds of) evil is the love of 
money, Dawkins implied it was religion – Christianity included. Accord ing to Dawkins, 
the insistence on there being a God is Medieval – fit only for a time when we had a more 
primitive under  standing of science. Can there be any thing more dama-
ging than substituting science with magic? Can there be any thing more 
destructive of intelligence and civilisation than teaching innocent child-
ren that there is a creator God who intended to bring the universe into 
existence – especially since we can show it achieved that all by itself!   

What amazed me about this Dawkins TV series is that it broke all the 
rules of balanced broadcasting. Interviews that had been conducted 
with Christian theologians and/or scientists, ended up in the trash bin.  

Because of that indirect encounter, I went on to produce a TV series called The God 
Question. It is available with Nor we gian subtitles as Finnes Gud? More in a moment.  

Richard Dawkins has been a major cata lyst in convincing wavering minds that belief 
in God involves being anti-intellectual and anti-science. In other words, to be a believer 
is to say farewell to your brain! Even though some claim that the New Atheism move-
ment now has a diminished presence, it has a formidable continuing popular legacy. 
And Dawkins has a new audience in mind: children and young people. His latest book 
is for them – Outgrowing God.  

So is there any response needed? Isn’t it better that Christians ignore the issue and 
just go on living and preaching the Gos pel? Then the problem might just go away! 

 

Richard Dawkins, 
arch opponent of 
religion.



Let me return to the subject of wake-up calls. On the eve ning 
before writing this article, I watched a TV interview with Cliff 
Richard. In it, there was reference to the fact that he is very open 
about his Christian faith, and has been since 1985, when he 
appeared at a Billy Gra ham meeting in Sheffield, England. In the 
course of discussing the problems that might have caused, a num-
ber of concerned friends appeared on screen confessing that they 
had been sure that such openness about Christian faith would 
cause Cliff’s career to come to a sudden end. My wake-up call was 

that they should assume so.  
Is being a Christian now really perceived as weird? Could it 

even be dange rous? Might it be a career killer? How far we have come from the point 
where our civilisation was known as Chris tendom! Yes, a response is needed. So very 
much need ed! And the response we need is to evaluate the evidence as objectively as pos -
sible. Religious belief should not be based only on culture or historical tradition but on 
showing that belief is founded on good evidence. One might wish to claim that 
Christianity is the best explanation in the world about why we exist, but with out being 
able to supply evidence it is harder to make the case. Evidence stands up if it survives 
being put to the test.  

 
* * * 
 

And that takes us to The God Question series: Finnes Gud? as it is known in Nor way. 
As a TV producer and director, programmes have become my 

favoured communication medium. What if we were to assemble 
on TV the world’s most renowned believers alongside the world’s 
most outspoken atheists? What if we took them on three crucially 
important journeys in which all on the journey exploded with 
wonder and then posed the question how all this can be explai-
ned? What would the result be? Would the finger of evidence 
point towards our existence emer  ging from an accumulation of 
chance events in the cosmos and on earth or is the better explanation that we are the 
result of an intelligent mind, a creator? But where should we take our illustrious cast?  

 
Programme 1, after setting out the ongoing conflict bet-
ween the theist and atheist worldviews, blasts off into 
the cosmos. There our expert travellers tell the fascina-
ting scientific story of the origins of the universe: every 

quark and atom that would 
ever exist was somehow repre-
sented in a dot you would not 
have been able to see! And then it grew, in what is termed the 
Big Bang. Of course the normal outcome of an explosion is 
chaos. But not so here.  

In the first three minutes of the life of the newly born universe, 
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Sir Cliff Richard OBE 
Credit: Raph_PH,  
Creative Comm

TV Director Iain Morris at 
work

Programme 1: The Cosmos
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elements crucial for its onward development began to form. Helium and hydrogen – fun-
damental to light and water and life – arrived! The split second timing (three minutes, 
not more not less) was vital to getting the balance right.  And spread over billions of 
years the creative process continued. Out of gas and dust left over from the Big Bang, 
stars and planets began to form. In our solar system, 99.9% of the raw material was 
absorbed to form the sun. That left 1% for the formation of the planets including earth, 
from where we now look out, marvel and ask big questions about how and why.  

Naturally, we look to science to reveal how but it cannot explain why. We must use 
our reasoning faculties for that. Was it all blind chance or is this real evidence for a mind 
behind the universe? How much faith does it take to believe in chance? Some argue that 
the force shaping the creativity of the universe is the laws of physics. But doesn’t that 
beg the question: where did they come from? And there’s more. For life to be sustained 
in the universe, finely tuned forces are required. The fine tuning in some cases is to at 
least 56 decimal places. Incredible!  To believe in the creator in the face of such evidence 
is not to deploy magic; it is to accept the only reasonable and rational explanation we 
have!  Of course, we must listen to the atheist reasoning on this too. Can the concept 
of ‘multiverse’ convince us that we really are just products of chance? That decision is 
for viewers to make.  

 
Programme 2 brings us back to earth where the big 
question is: can the wonder of life itself – as well as the 
unique features of its host planet – be more convincing-
ly explained as chance or a creator’s intention? Atheists 
enter this fray in more confident mood. Has not Charles 
Darwin in his On the Origin of Species explained all we 
need to know about the development of life on earth 
through ‘random mutation and natural selection’? One might argue that it takes sub-
stantial faith to accept that a mindless process can even tually arrive at something as so phis -
ticated as the human mind! The issue here is not whether evolution is a ‘true’ ac count 
of the development of life on earth but whether such a system could work without a 
creator’s involvement – even though we may be unclear about what that involvement 
precisely is.  

The mindless chance explanation is further challenged by 
the realisation that at the heart of life is the DNA code: 3 bil-
lion letters that combine in various ways to form the instruc-
tion book that builds living things. Within species those living 
things are essentially the same – otherwise community would 
not be possible, but the system also cleverly creates individua-
lity. So we are, necessarily, the same but wonderfully individu-
alistic too! Ama zing! 

 
* * * 
 

And let’s not forget that the mystery and the wonder of life itself is so far unexplained. 
So too is why planet earth should have so many life-encouraging properties – such as 

Programme 2: Life and Evolution



the phenomenon of water and a climate that protects and feeds life.   
And so, the bank of evidence, to be weighed and assessed, builds.   

 
* * *  

Programme 3 takes us on the final journey – into the 
depths of the human mind and brain. It is the story of 
human con sciousness.  Here we truly are in the presence 
of instruments of wonder: the intricacies of the thought 
process, of language, of body co-ordination. But there is 
more. The mind and brain are capable of recognising 
beauty, of being creative and of problem solving and of 
making moral choices and distinctions between right and wrong. How can this be 
explained in purely evolutionary terms?  

Ultimately those same cerebral instruments, for most people 
across the world, sense a presence outside of themselves that we 
might call ‘God’. Is this wishful thinking or might it be that 
humans are hard wired by their creator to make the ultimate 
connection? And if the connection is made, is there any evidence 
of im pact? Personal testimonies supply some evidence to be pon-
dered. By now we have gone beyond science, but to science we 

return, in order to investigate a world wide experiment taking place to test if human 
consciousness continues after the point of clinical brain death. The results are fascina-
ting.  

And so the jury is called once more to assess if there is a rational case to be made for 
a mind behind such sophisticated wonder.  

 
* * * 
 

Accompanying the series is a study guide that helps viewers absorb and remember the 
content of the programmes. Here they also receive summaries of The Case for Theism 
and The Case for Atheism as well as find a range of questions that help them to evaluate 
the evidence.  

The question of God’s existence is of ten decided (for believers and non-be lievers) on 
the basis of intuition, culture or peer group influence. Finnes Gud? offers an evidence-
based opportunity to understand the issues.  

Since its release, The God Question has been shown on scores of TV channels across 
the world with millions having had the opportunity to view it in their own language. 
NRK in Norway was the sec ond European channel to acquire it, after SVT in Sweden. 
The series has been shown in universities and in 
schools, in churches and in homes. There are many 
reports of how it has strengthened belief and chal-
lenged scepticism.  

For those who prefer a ‘fast track’ approach, a 
new version called The God Question for Starters 
has recently been produced. There are ten extracts 
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of 3-5 minutes for each of the three programmes, with an on-screen question at the 
conclusion of each extract. This is also available with Norwegian subtitles.  

In Outgrowing God, Richard Dawkins argues that belief in a creator is a childish 
thing that should be naturally abandoned by thinking people. Thinking is integral to 
The God Question series. Perhaps he should ‘think again’!  

Especially now that The God Question series is 
available with subtitles in Nor wegian, take advanta-
ge! Assemble a group from your church to view and 
discuss; provide a copy for your local high school; 
use the series with your church youth group; gift a 
copy to friends or contacts who are sceptical about 
belief in God. The best way for them to decide is to 
consider the evidence. 

 
1 For introduction, key resources, and access to the Finnes Gud? version with Norwegian subtitles, see 
https://finnesgud.no. The original version is introduced at http://www.thegodquestion.tv/. 
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Finnes Gud? Science, God and the search for truth  
Join a cast of experts debating evidence for God’s existence as they: 

• journey into the cosmos  

• Take the ‘fast track’ version of the Finnes Gud? 
series with ten short excerpts per programme 
• Perfect for all who wish to take the Science 
and God question journey more quickly 

• Ideal for younger teenage viewers and those 
in a hurry to learn 

A new cinematic film featuring Professor John 
Lennox and American actor Kevin Sorbo as they 

• explore ways in which science makes the case 
for God 
• journey to Israel to investigate the case for 
Jesus’ resurrection 

• experience how John Lennox has stood against 
the tide of modern atheism 

• explore the wonders of life • probe the mysteries of the  
human mind and brain 

“Superb programmes for all who want to understand 
why Christianity is a better and more convincing  
explanation of our existence than atheism.” 
 Professor John Lennox,  

The University of Oxford  

“A wonderful new resource to equip Christians to answer the questions people are asking.” 
      Rev Dr Fergus Macdonald, Former General Secretary, United Bible Societies.   
”Nothing better for stimulating debate about the big issues in life.” 
      Dr Liam Fraser, Campus Minister, The University of Edinburgh.

“Inspiring film... Many are asking the big questions and the film  
really opens that up in a special and unique way.” 
      David Aird   
”Superlative in its content and presentation of the key questions –  
highly engaging and informative.” 
      Professor Chris Packard

“Every believer and nonbeliever should see this  
excellent series that addresses the most important 
questions of life.” 
 Dr Greg Pritchard, Director  

European Leadership Forum  

The God Question for Starters

Against the Tide

Order with Norwegian subtitles from www.finnesgud.no 

Order with Norwegian subtitles from www.finnesgud.no 

For more information, write to post@damaris.no 
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Outgrowing God? A Beginner’s Guide to Richard Dawkins  
and the God Debate 
(Cascade Books, 2020)

Outgrowing God? A Beginner’s Guide to Richard 
Dawkins and the God Debate (Cascade, 2020)  
is a response to atheist Richard Dawkins’ book 
Out grow ing God: A Beginner’s Guide (2019). 

Join a cast of characters, with different  
perspectives, thinking through some of the biggest 
questions in life, as they discuss atheist Richard 
Dawkins’ book Outgrowing God: A Beginner’s 
Guide.  

Written in the form of a dialogue between 
members of a student book club, Outgrowing 
God? A Beginner’s Guide to Richard Dawkins 
and the God Debate encourages critical thinking 
about Professor Dawkins’ arguments concerning 
God, Jesus, and the Bible.

‘[a] delightful dialogue/critique of one influential atheist’s philosophy…’  
– Craig L. Blomberg, Distinguished Professor of New Testament, Denver Seminary 

 
‘Excellent work . . . engaging, interesting and insightful.’  

– Dr Lars Dahle, Associate Professor in Systematic Theology and Christian 
Apologetics at NLA University College, Norway 

 
‘an important and insightful book… I highly recommend it.’  

– J.P. Moreland, Distinguished Professor of Philosophy, Biola University 
 

‘provides many stimulating arguments on an introductory, easy-to-understand level… 
tackling decisive philosophical, theological, historical and scientific arguments, and 

providing many useful resources…’  
– Martin Heide, Professor of Semitic Languages,  

Phillip University in Marburg, Germany 
 

Review copies can be ordered from https://wipfandstock.com/outgrowing-god.html 
 

Kindle or paperback from www.amazon.com 
 

For more information and related resources, including video  
and audio materials, visit:  

www.peterswilliams.com/publications/books/outgrowing-god/
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