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	Becoming a scientist does not mean that you can't believe in God. That's clear since there are many scientists who do. But it does challenge a lot of everyday ideas about God ... So if you want to be both science-minded and religious, what kind of a god can you believe in?
Dr Denis Alexander is a biologist and also a Christian. How does he visualise God? 
	


Is God necessary to explain anything?”
The question I've been asked to address is this: If science can explain everything, even though there might still be plenty of gaps in our scientific knowledge, then what room is left for God? How should we imagine God and what is he doing?
Of course it all depends on how you understand the idea of God as Creator. The Abrahamic faiths, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, all believe that God is the source of everything that exists. So the relationship between God and creation is something like the relationship between an author and their book. The whole book is the work of the one author. There is nothing in the book that wasn’t written by the author. 

So it would be a bit silly going to the third paragraph of chapter 9 and saying “Ah! I’ve just discovered something written by the author!” Either the book has an author or it doesn’t, and if it doesn’t then we might wonder how the book came into being in the first place.

In this picture it is of course God who is the author and the universe which is the book. In theological language we say that God is the Primary Cause (the Author), and then all the materials and energy that God uses to write the book of the universe are known as Secondary Causes. These are equivalent to all the narratives inside a book. 

If you are doing English Literature, then one of your areas of study is to analyse texts and work out their meaning. In the same way it is the task of scientists to study the ‘texts’ of God’s universe and find out how they’re written. It turns out that God’s key texts are written in the language of mathematics. The early astronomers Kepler and Galileo both pictured God as the great Mathematician. Today we can write elegant equations to describe the physical properties of the universe. 

So the task of science is to find out how God has written the book of creation and how he continues to sustain all that exists. To press the analogy a bit further, this is a book that is still being written.

We live in a dynamic ever-changing universe. All we can do as scientists is to describe what God has done in the past, and continues to do in the present, using the methods and techniques of science. Of course we’re not using religious language when we do that, we’re using the specialised language of science. But just because we’re using scientific language doesn’t mean that we’re describing anything that hasn’t been brought into being by God.

Using the same book analogy, we can now see why talking about God ‘intervening’ in his creation doesn’t make much sense, because, in an ultimate sense, he is the author of everything anyway. If we go to chapter 3 of a book and claim that its 21st sentence shows us clearly that the author is now ‘intervening’ in the story, then that would sound a bit odd. How can an author ‘intervene’ in their own story when they wrote it all anyway?

The analogy also helps us to understand why our present scientific ignorance about something is irrelevant to this idea of God as creator. We scientists are ignorant about many things, which is a good thing otherwise there’d be nothing left for scientists to do and we’d be out of a job. For example we are currently very ignorant about how life began on this planet. We are not totally ignorant, because we have some quite good ideas about how it might have happened, but that is very different from saying that’s how it actually happened. In a hundred years time, maybe less, we will probably have a much more complete idea as to how the first cells came into being on this planet.

Do the present gaps in our scientific knowledge make any difference to the idea of God as creator?

It is difficult to see why that should be the case. Since it is the view of all the Abrahamic faiths that everything that exists ultimately depends upon God’s authorship, then the fact that we are currently ignorant about certain parts of it just illustrates that we are ignorant, it doesn’t tell us anything about God. 

Think again about those studying English Literature. Lets say that you had a pretty good idea what Shakespeare was on about in Act 2 Scene 3 of one of his plays, but you found Act 4 Scene 5 totally obscure and difficult to understand. Would that lack of understanding on your part make you doubt Shakespeare’s role as author of the play? It’s not clear why that should be the case. Instead your dilemma should motivate you to work harder to understand the difficult text (especially if you think you might be getting an exam question on it). 

The same is true in science: when there is something that we don’t understand, then that acts as a challenge and motivation to solve the problem and try and fill in the present gaps in our ignorance. Those scientists who believe in God actually see this as part of their worship – the more we understand how God’s ‘book of creation’ works, the more we bring praise to God as creator. In fact this was one of the great motivations of the early scientists (or natural philosophers as they were called in those days) who established modern science in the 16th and 17th centuries.

The idea that the actions of ‘god’ are only located in those things that science cannot yet understand is known as the ‘god-of-the-gaps’ idea. We are now spelling ‘god’ with a small ‘g’, because this is not really the God of the Abrahamic faiths. Religious believers have often been tempted by the ‘god-of-the-gaps’ idea: “Wow, no-one knows how the first cell came into being, so surely that shows that we need god to explain that!” But as scientific knowledge expands, as it surely will, so this gap closes, and the need for the ‘god explanation’ disappears. 

Some atheists maintain that this is actually the god they don’t believe in. As a Christian I have to confess I don’t believe in that ‘god’ either. 

Apart from anything else, simply putting ‘god’ as an explanation for our current ignorance is a sign of intellectual laziness. Instead, as already suggested, our ignorance should act as a spur to fill the gaps in our present knowledge. 

Coming back to the book analogy, we can easily see why the ‘god-of-the-gaps’ idea makes no sense at all. For if there is a Creator of all that exists, then all scientists can do is to describe the works of God to the best of their ability. The more we understand scientifically the better. Indeed that was a great motivation for the founders of modern science, many of whom were committed Christians (by the way, the claim that the Catholic Church held to a flat earth and excommunicated anyone who disbelieved that, is quite wrong.)
No educated person believed in a flat earth in medieval times – everyone knew the world was round. 

The ‘flat earth’ mythology, the idea that medieval people thought that the earth was flat, was invented in the 19th century). 

So if we now ask the question: “What is there left for God to do?” the answer of course is “everything”! Or we can put the question the other way round: “If there was no God what would happen?” and clearly within the belief system of the Abrahamic faiths, the only correct answer is: “There wouldn’t be anything at all – there would be nothing!”. If there is no author, then clearly there is no book, and no people, so no scientists and nothing for science to do. 

The really big question is not about the origin of life, but about why anything exists rather than nothing. Why does the book exist in the first place?

Here are some other Analogies for God as Creator.

Every analogy has its limitations and that’s certainly the case when we are thinking about difficult questions such as how God creates and sustains the universe. One problem with the author analogy is that it can make it look as if God is the great determinist, the divine puppet-master, controlling everything that happens, as a human author would in his or her novel. But of course that’s not what Christians believe about God. They believe that God has given us free-will so that we can make genuine moral choices.

One analogy that brings the question to life is to picture God like the great musical composer who has written the great symphony of creation, and who at the same time conducts the performance. Now the good aspect of this analogy is that it draws attention to the freedom that each performer in the orchestra has to interpret the musical score in their particular way. No two performances are ever quite the same. In fact different musicians can interpret the score in quite different ways. The conductor can also change the character of the music by the way they conduct, by increasing the tempo, or calming the music down. This analogy gives more a picture of the involved God, one who is completely involved in his creation, yet not in the sense of controlling all its details, especially not when it comes to our own decisions.

God has also been likened to the creator of the software for your computer. Nothing on your computer would operate without the software. It’s what makes the existence of the world inside your computer possible. But it’s up to you how you use the software and ‘create’ your own world on the computer screen. 

You can choose to do all kinds of things with your computer, but it’s the created software that defines the ‘computer world’ within which you then make your decisions. 

In a quite different analogy again, God’s relation to his creation has been likened to the sun in relation to all the living things on earth that depend upon the sun’s light and energy. The whole complex system of living things only go on existing because the sun continues to shine upon the earth, energising living things. In like manner, in this picture, God’s on-going will and energy continues to sustain his universe. 

The important point in all these analogies is that they highlight the fact that God is not some distant deity who winds up the clockwork of the universe to get it all going, and then withdraws, but rather an involved God who is continually interacting with his universe. In fact it’s the faithfulness of God in making the properties of matter what they are that makes science possible. If those properties kept changing every day then we wouldn’t know where we were from one day to the next! Its not science that makes those properties stay the same. Science itself does nothing. It just helps us to understand those properties once they exist. 

Just as the software defines the properties of the internal world of the computer in that analogy, so God defines the properties of matter that behave in a consistent way so that we live in a rational and ordered universe. 

What about Evolution and Creation?

Some people think that we have to choose between creation and evolution as if they were rival ideas. But by now you can hopefully see why that is not the case. Evolution is the current scientific understanding as to how all living things have come into being by a gradual process over millions of years. Creation, as we have seen, refers to the belief that there is a God who has brought all living things into being by this particular process. 

These are not rival accounts, but rather trying to understand what’s going on from different perspectives. Let’s imagine that your father is driving the car tomorrow to Edinburgh. Then a car mechanic comes along who knows a lot about the history of cars and tells your father all about how Henry Ford invented cars years ago, and how since that time cars have been gradually developed until they finally became as good as his car, and the mechanic supports his account with a very detailed description of the wonderful engine inside your father’s car. But then he adds something very odd: “And”, he says, “the really remarkable fact is that because of this long history of car development, and the fact that we now know that your car is just a complicated machine, actually your journey to Edinburgh tomorrow is just a complete waste of time!”

Well, I think we would want to support your father when he protests that his journey to Edinburgh has got nothing to do with the history of car development, nor with the present structure of his car engine! Quite so. The purpose and intentionality of your father in his journey is not all contradicted by a very thorough knowledge of the history of car manufacturing. 

In like manner, it is perfectly possible to believe in a creator God who has intentions and purposes for all living things, including us, and who at the same time has brought about us by a long evolutionary process. The two ideas are not contradictory. In this view, evolution tells us how God created us, the Bible tells us why God created us. Both accounts are equally real, and both are important, it’s not a question of ‘either-or’. 

But doesn’t the Genesis account of creation come a very poor second when we compare it with the scientific account provided by evolution? Well, not really, because these two accounts are doing two very different jobs. The early chapters of Genesis are certainly not science, nor could they possibly represent science because they were written more than 2000 years before scientific literature really got started. Instead the chapters were written to teach theology: for example, the existence of one God who does everything, rather than the idea of polytheism (belief in many gods) that was popular at that time. Genesis also teaches that humans are uniquely valuable in God’s sight, and that they have a big responsibility to care for the earth and all the living things within it. Also that humans are responsible for their actions and that things go badly wrong when they make the wrong decisions. 

So Genesis 1-3 has nothing to do with evolution, because it’s a timeless account given for all people, of all eras, in any language of the world, and its intention is not to teach science. Scientific literature quickly goes out of date, but the theology taught by Genesis has no limited shelf-life, and is highly relevant today. We really do need to look after this planet properly and take better care of God’s world. 

It’s not a question of ‘either creation or evolution’ or ‘either the Bible or science’, but instead we need them both in this great task of caring for creation.
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