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Eric Priest has just retired as James Gregory professor of Mathematics at St Andrews university

	Eric Priest wrote this article for the Guardian.co.uk website shortly after Stephen Hawking published his book “The Grand Design”. Hawking described in that book the latest scientific ideas about how the Universe began. One of his conclusions was that, “Modern Science does not point to God.”  

Scientists who believe in God, including Eric Priest, were quick to point out that Hawking’s reasoning did not present them with a reason to change their faith.
	


Why Stephen Hawking can't use physics to answer why we're here
In Professor Stephen Hawking’s latest book, The Grand Design he argues that it is not necessary to call upon the idea of God to explain the creation of the universe.  He says that physics alone made it:

“Because there is a law such as gravity, the universe can and will create itself from nothing.  Spontaneous creation is the reason there is something rather than nothing, why the universe exists, why we exist.”

To rule out the possibility of an important role for God is in my view unjustified. It is certainly possible that God sets up and maintains all the laws of physics, including gravity, and allows them to work.  In other words, being able to explain the big bang in terms of physics is not inconsistent with there being a role for God.

As a scientist, you are continually asking questions, but only rarely coming up with definite answers. The limitations of your own knowledge and expertise together with the beauty and mystery of life and the universe often fill you with a sense of deep humility. For scientists, clear and unambiguous statements are not always possible or indeed a part of a genuine scientific quest.

My subject is mathematics, but maths, even with its use and application in physics, does not answer every scientific question. Chemistry, biology, psychology and the social sciences have their own ways of analysing the nature of the world we know which are complementary to those of physics and mathematics.  I would argue that all these other disciplines in science have their own special insights into how the world works which cannot be reduced or boiled down to the laws of physics.

I would go even further and suggest that many of the questions that are most important to us as human beings are not addressed adequately by science at all.   For example, how can science look at the nature of beauty and love, or how to live one's life?   These are areas where philosophy or history or theology are better suited to help to bring answers or understanding.

The complementary nature of different questions and in particular the difference between ‘How?’ and ‘Why?’ are important. 

If it turns out that scientists can produce a grand theory which unites all the current individual theories about how the universe works, Professor Hawking may in the future be able to say how the universe started, but as a physicist he cannot answer the question "why?"

Revd. Dr John Polkinghorne, who as well as being an ordained Christian, was Professor of Mathematical Physics at the University of Cambridge, gives the example of boiling a kettle:

I can describe with physics how the water boils in terms of the stove making its temperature rise; but why it is boiling is a different type of question altogether – most probably in my case because my wife is thirsty!

God of the Gaps

A God of the Gaps view would only see the need to call upon the idea of God when things could not be explained scientifically.  ‘God’ was the explanation for the inexplicable or unexplained, so when a scientific alternative explanation arose, there was no longer any need for God.  At one time this would have been the weather or common diseases and for Professor Hawking apparently until recently the origin of the universe. The "God of the Gaps" view is not part of modern religious faith.  

The God followed by many people of a religious faith is not a God of the Gaps at all – rather a God who helps answer other non-scientific questions about why the universe and its amazing life exists and how to lead a good life.  Most people welcome the advances in understanding that modern science brings, since they reveal more of the incredible beauty, diversity and wonder of the nature of the universe.

You cannot prove whether God exists or not. But you can ask whether the existence or nonexistence of God is more consistent with your experience. It is up to each of us to reach our own conclusion, but for many of us belief in God makes a profound and enriching difference to our lives.
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