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1.   Four Common Confusions about Religion and Evolution

Brendan Sweetman (Rockhurst University)
There are four common confusions concerning religion and evolution, confu​sions that have led to serious misunderstandings in contemporary debate.  My hope, in these brief reflections, is to indicate what these confusions are and to show what the correct relationship between religion and science actually is, and especially be​tween the scientific 

theory of evolution and religious belief.

The Four Confusions

The first confusion is the notion that religion and science are largely incompat​ible and should be independent of each other, that they have nothing much to say to each other, and that neither should be especially concerned with the other.  This view suggests that religious believers should keep science separate from the actual prac​tice of their lives.  It is not so much that religious believers should not do science, but that they should not use science in connection with religious belief, say to support religious belief, or to challenge it, or interrogate it, and so on.  This confusion pro​motes the view that religion and science are separate enterprises, and should remain so.

 There is a long tradition in the history and development of religious belief in the United States of separating science and religion into two mutually exclusive catego​ries.  In particular, the emphasis in Protestantism on justification by faith alone, allied to the notions that faith is higher than reason, along with John Calvin’s view that everyone has a disposition to believe in God (and if they do not believe, this is due to sin).  All of these beliefs have had an influence on the general articulation of reli​gious belief in this country.  Religious believers from all denominations will often speak of .having faith. or .believing by faith alone, and so on, and however unwit​tingly, such phrases suggest that their faith needs no justification, perhaps has no justification, or at least that they are not especially interested in the issue of justifica​tion.  And, of course, when opponents of religious belief point out that religious belief is just a matter of faith, or is based on faith alone, or is outside of reason, and so on, they mean this in a derogatory sense, and it is usually part of an argument to exclude religious views from public life.  The big disadvantage in keeping religion and science separate is that a religion that does not take account of scientific knowledge runs the risk of not being taken seriously; it will become marginalized from the market place of ideas, and over time, it will be regarded as irrational and not a fit candidate to participate in public political discussion. 

The second confusion, propounded by many scientists, is the belief that sci​ence and atheism is virtually the same thing; that if one is a supporter of science and is committed to the search for scientific truths, then one cannot really be a religious believer.  One might even think that all scientists must be atheists, or that modern science is a form of atheism.  It is not uncommon to hear statements like “As a scientist, I don’t believe in miracles or the supernatural,” and so on.  (One thinks of the fine film Contact here, based on the story by Carl Sagan.)  Statements like these are very misleading, as I hope to show. 

The third confusion is that the theory of evolution (and science generally) shows or proves that there is no God; in short, that belief in the theory of evolution is really anti-religious, and tantamount to the belief that atheism must be true.  And the fourth confusion is that evolution and the notion of intelligent design in the universe are opposed, contradictory notions, that if one is true, then the other is false--that if evolution is true, then this means that there is no need for a Designer of the uni​verse.
It is appropriate to ask who is responsible for these confusions, for it is not irrelevant to the debate.  First, the national science advisory groups--such as the National Academy of Sciences and the National Association of Biology Teachers--must take their share of the blame for seriously muddying the waters on these very important matters.  Many of the members of these groups are, I think it is fair to say, closet atheists.  They have no real appreciation for philosophical and theological distinctions, and so they promote positions which, however unwittingly, confuse atheism with science and evolution with absence of design.  In promoting these confusions they are indirectly denigrating religious belief and elevating scientific knowledge.  This, in turn, irritates and alienates many people who would otherwise be actually very sympathetic toward and supportive of the goals of scientific inquiry. 

Second, the mainstream media must also take its share of the blame, for they are constantly promoting the view that religion and science are opposed and simply will not give space to a more nuanced position.  The media distorts the issues of this debate because, as they say, it is good television. (and also because, I think, they have an anti-religious agenda).  Lastly religious believers themselves have often been guilty of promoting confusion either by retreating into a cozy science/religion separation, as mentioned above, or by exaggerating the difficulties that science can present for religion.  Either approach leads to unnecessary confusion and sows the seeds for political conflict. 

Negative and Positive Atheism

We can begin clearing up these confusions by identifying two types of atheism, negative atheism and positive atheism.  Up until the twentieth century, atheism could almost always be characterized as negative atheism. That is to say, the atheist defined himself, if you will, in opposition to religion, rather than as a positive adher​ent of a different worldview.  Atheism was negative in two ways.  First, the atheist, who was very much in the minority, defined himself in terms of what he was not, rather than in terms of what he was. So an atheist in the past might say, when asked what he believed, “well, I don’t believe in God,” or “I have no time for religious morality,” or “I can’t stand the church,” and he might go on to distinguish himself from all of those religious believers who believed the opposite.  Second, atheism was negative not just in the statement of the position but also in the attempt to defend the position: the atheist usually defended his view negatively, by attacking religion and arguments for religious belief, a kind of negative strategy.  He did this rather than presenting positive arguments in favor of atheism.  In this way, atheism was usually perceived, correctly it seems, as being primarily anti-religious.

However, in the twentieth century, all of this has changed, and this marks in general the transition from negative atheism to positive atheism.  The negative ap​proach was no longer appropriate in a pluralist world, and a new image was needed.  Atheists realized that they needed to get more sophisticated, and this in general occurred at the same time as the transition from a traditional religious society to a modern secular society.  Today an intellectually sophisticated atheist is much more likely to present his atheism as a positive thesis, one that identifies what he believes, rather than what he does not believe.  For example, today the atheist might advocate that .all that exists is physical,. or that .the universe has an actual infinite past (and so does not need a cause),. or perhaps that .human life is the random outcome of a purely physical process..all positive statements stating what is the case, rather than what is not the case.  Atheists now want to state and defend their beliefs in positive terms. 

Yet, along with a positive statement of one’s position comes a need to defend one’s position in a positive way.  It will no longer be adequate from a logical point of view to try to defend positive atheistic statements by simply attacking arguments offered in favor of religious beliefs.  So now positive atheism needs positive argu​ments for its positive theses.  Where will it get these arguments?  Of course, the answer is: from science, and especially from evolution, and perhaps from biochem​istry, genetics, astrophysics, and so on.

Positive atheism is now generally known by the term naturalism, which may be defined as the view that all that exists is physical, and that everything has at least in principle a scientific explanation. Some well known +contemporary natu​ralists are Francis Crick (of DNA fame), Carl Sagan, Stephen J. Gould, Steven Weinberg, and Richard Dawkins. 2 Naturalism is a view that is gaining ground and is particularly influential in science and humanities curricula at our major universi​ties in this country.  (This position is also sometimes called philosophical atheism or scientism.) 
But it is important to keep in mind that naturalism should not be identified with science; a naturalist usually appeals to science to defend his view, and therefore has great faith in science, but a scientist is not necessarily a naturalist, and indeed most scientists are not naturalists (which in itself is a quite significant point).  Most scien​tists do not believe that all that exists is physical and that science can explain every​thing.  But because of the close alliance between naturalism and science, one can see how they can become confused in the contemporary discussion.  As I mentioned earlier, scientists themselves (including many of those who are not naturalists) are often responsible for the confusion.  A recent example of this comes from the Na​tional Association of Biology Teachers, which up until quite recently included in its guidelines for the teaching of evolution in high schools the claim that evolution is an impersonal and unsupervised  process, thereby implicitly suggesting that there is no designer or Mind, such as God’s, behind it.  They were obliged to remove this language after it was pointed out to them by the philosopher, Alvin Plantinga, and the theologian, Huston Smith, that this guideline was really an implied atheism, and went beyond what the scientific evidence for the theory could show. 3 For as soon as one goes beyond the scientific evidence, and makes a claim about the lack of purpose behind evolution (or indeed the purpose behind it), one is crossing the line from science proper and moving into philosophy/religion and the general area of one’s personal worldview.  The National Association of Biology Teachers were here con​fusing evolution and atheism, and promoting this confusion to science students in science curricula around the country.
2Some representative works include: Francis Crick, The Astonishing Hypothesis (New York: Touchstone, 1995); Carl Sagan, Cosmos (New York: Random House, 1983); Steven Weinberg, Dreams of a Final Theory (New York: Pantheon, 1992); and Richard Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker: Why the Evidence of Evolution Reveals a Universe without Design (New York: Norton, 1987). 

3Gene Stowe, “Don’t Mix Theology with Science, Professors Urge,” South Bend Tri​bune, February 20, 1998. Statement with language removed: [http://www.nabt.org/sub/position_statements/evolution.asp] (June 11, 2003). 

Science and the Argument for God
Let us turn to the key question of whether science in general provides evi​dence that there is no God and also to the question of whether the theory of evolu​tion in particular provides evidence that there is no God.  I like to

approach these questions from a slightly different angle, by asking the following: why would we think that the theory of evolution, for example, is evidence that God does not exist?  What is it about the theory that suggests that God does not exist?  The usual answer to this question by naturalists is that evolution is supposed to provide a refutation of two popular arguments for the existence of God; the cosmological argument (the first cause argument), and the teleological argument (the argument from design).

One version of the cosmological argument, very briefly put, says that the uni​verse is a finite series of events, and so there must be a first event (say, the Big Bang).  Further, the Big Bang needs a cause; a cause that must be outside of the physical universe, otherwise that too will need a cause.  The argument concludes that the cause is likely to be a powerful, intelligent, nonphysical agent.  The key point of the cosmological argument is that the universe--whatever its structure and his​tory turn out to be--is contingent, and a contingent thing cannot logically be the cause of itself.  And the most likely cause, according to St. Thomas Aquinas, is what “everyone understands to be God”.  If you are inclined to agree with this line of argument, it would show at the very least that naturalism, as the thesis that every​thing that exists is physical, is false. 

The argument from design says that the universe shows clear evidence of design or order, and therefore it is reasonable to believe that there is an Orderer or a Mind behind the universe.  The order referred to in this argument is the underlying order in the universe, i.e., the laws of physics (of which more momentarily).4 
I believe these two arguments are very good arguments, and along with all of the other arguments for the existence of God, such as the moral argument, the argument from mind, the argument from religious experience, the argument from miracles, and so on, they make a strong cumulative case for the probable existence of a Divine Being that is the cause of the universe and the Creator of all life.  Yet, even if one is not willing to go quite this far with me, I would say that at very least these arguments show that naturalism is not a very reasonable position and is not very likely to be true.  These arguments show minimally, it seems to me, that not everything that exists is physical, and therefore, that science will not be able to explain all of reality. 

4For more on the arguments for the existence of God, see Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, Q.2.3, in Anton C. Pegis, ed., Introduction to St. Thomas Aquinas (New York: Random House, 1945); Frederick Copleston, Aquinas (Harmondsworth, England: Pen​guin, 1955); William Lane Craig, The Kalam Cosmological Argument (New York: Harper & Row, 1979); Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God, 2d ed. (Oxford: Oxford Univer​sity Press, 1991); R. Douglas Geivett and myself, eds., Contemporary Perspectives on Religious Epistemology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); Curtis L. Hancock & Brendan Sweetman, Truth and Religious Belief (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1998); John Mackie, The Miracle of Theism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982). 

Naturalists today speak as if evolution, in particular, can explain everything that we want to explain in our universe and that there is no need to bring in God. Evolution is supposed to be a threat to religion because 1) it can explain the design in the universe--how all life came from a single cell, how the various species origi​nated, and, why species, say, are perfectly adapted to their particular habitats; 2) it can therefore explain how order got into the universe; and 3) it shows that human life, in particular, is not special, that it is simply an accident and is not part of any (divine) plan. Contemporary naturalists, for example, distinguish between cosmic and biological evolution and argue that cosmic evolution, which refers to the evolu​tion of the physical universe, can explain all we need to know about the physical universe, while biological evolution can explain all we need to know about life.  Both of these claims it seems to me are fanciful at best and quite irrational at worst.  For there are crucial questions which evolution cannot explain, which the theory proper is not even trying to explain, and which it will never be able to explain.  Let me now turn to why I think this is so. 

The first point I want to emphasize is that in the contemporary argument from design (very nicely developed by the philosopher Richard Swinburne of Oxford University), it is necessary to distinguish between two types of design in the uni​verse, things that look designed to us (e.g., a car engine, a steady downpour of rain, or the human cell), and things that are designed in the sense that they follow the laws of the universe, i.e., the laws of physics.  Of course, everything in our universe is ordered or designed in this second sense (with the exception, I would argue, of the human mind, especially the freedom of the will). It is a fact of remarkable fascina​tion that our universe is lawful, and not lawless or chaotic.  One only has to think of the remarkable complexity of the structure of galaxies, the organization of the plan​ets, the nature of life itself, the existence of rationality, the existence of morality, the nature of mathematics, the existence of spirituality, to appreciate the sophistication of our universe. 

I like to use the example of spilling a can of alphabet soup on the floor by accident, a metaphor for how modern atheism claims our particular, ordered uni​verse came about.  What are the chances that the letters in the alphabet soup would spell out “Welcome to Boston,” or “Arsenal Soccer Club,” or even “God exists,” if the can is toppled over by chance?  Not very likely, I suggest.  Yet that is what happened in our universe; of all the possible universes we could have ended up with, if it truly was an accidental occurrence, we ended up with a lawful one, an ordered one, one that follows laws consistently, laws that make life possible, one that, in short, spells out fairly clearly “God exists.” 
My point is that evolution cannot explain the laws of the universe, not because it has no evidence to do so, or because some other theory must do that, but simply because the theory of evolution and all scientific theories, must presuppose these laws.  The theory of evolution might be true in every respect but it will still presup​pose the laws of physics: whenever A evolves into B, it will be following the laws of the universe.  And it is these laws that evolution cannot explain and that suggest a designer.
The second thing that the theory of evolution cannot explain--and here I am talking about cosmic evolution--is the existence of matter.  This again is simply a logical point.  Because in order for the matter and energy involved in the big bang to evolve into galaxies, planets, rocks, and human beings, that matter and energy first of all have to exist.  Evolution obviously cannot logically explain their existence, for have you ever seen something evolving which did not yet exist?  My overall point is that even if the theory is completely true in all respects, it still cannot explain, nor can science generally explain, the main things we want explained: the origin of the uni​verse, the order in the universe, the origin, nature, and significance of human life, and so on.  As a strong supporter of scientific enquiry, I am prepared to go wherever the scientific evidence for any theory points, including the theory of evolution, but I do not think, for the logical reasons I have given, that the goal of explaining every​thing through science has any chance of succeeding. 
Religion and science are not incompatible, and need not be, because many key issues cannot be explained by science.  5 Evolution is not evidence for atheism, and gives us no reason to think that atheism is true.  So given that there is some good evidence to think that God exists, I believe that 1) religion and evolution are compat​ible with each other; and 2) that, more generally, religious belief is a much better explanatory theory overall than naturalism.  It explains in a much better way all that an honest, human mind quests to explain in a fascinating universe, a universe which, as the Irish poet Gerard Manley Hopkins reminded us, is “charged with the gran​deur of God.” 
__________________________________________________________________________________
5For good general discussions of the relationship between religion and 
science, see Ian Barbour, Religion and Science (San Francisco:
2 Made in God’s Image!—What Does It Mean?: Science and Religion in Conversation

Clifford Chalmers Cain (Westminster University)
“What is man?,” the psalmist asks in the 8th Psalm, 4th verse.  And in our time, we might ask as well, “What is so special about humans, and what is our place and role in the rest of the natural world?”

A traditional theological approach to these questions leads one to the first chapter of Genesis, where “man” is the species made “in the image of God”— 


Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness . . . ”  So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. (Genesis 1:26-27, NRSV)

In this Genesis 1 account, no other species is created “in the image of God.” So, in this special act of God, humans are created last as the summation and apex of creation, placed “apart from” nature, to enjoy kingship over all other things.  Here nature is made for man, and therefore humanity’s role in the natural world, and our relationship to it, is to dominate and conquer [vss. 26, 28, 27].

Historically, some very prominent theologians have interpreted the “image of God” in ways that underscored this separateness and superiority of humankind:

For instance, Paul Tillich said being made in God’s image meant that human beings uniquely had the capacity to reason.  Critical thinking and abstract thought were what made Homo sapiens special, and these capabilities reflected God, because God had created the universe with rational structures, thus allowing knowledge to be gained from it by humans who were rational.  God was rational; so was the species made in God’s image.

Joining Tillich, Karl Barth asserted being made in God’s image meant that human beings were “rational animals.”  Barth indicated that humans, in contrast to all other living things, were endowed with the capacity to think and to know. But he added that this, by itself, was not enough to distinguish humankind sufficiently from other species.

So Barth also posited that being made in God’s image meant human beings were free to choose and therefore were responsible for their actions. Moral action and moral responsibility were what made Homo sapiens special and separate, and these reflected God, because God was independent and not coerced in God’s actions.  God was free; so was the species made in God’s image.

Similarly, Dutch theologian Hendrikus Berkhof indicated that being made in God’s image meant humans were created to have dominion over creation.  In fact, “dominion” also occurs in Genesis 1:26 and adjacent verses as well.  Berkhof proclaimed that having lordship over the rest of the created order was what made Homo sapiens special and distinct, and this reflected God, because God was Lord over God’s whole creation. God was sovereign over all; so was the species made in God’s image.

Regardless of the particular differences among them, these thinkers come together in their affirmation that “human beings made in God’s image” grants human beings a unique ontological status which separates them from, and sets them over, the rest of the created order.  Thus positioned, and then instructed to “dominate and subdue,” that is exactly what human beings have done.  And so,

Acid rain is falling down, and garbage dumps are filling up.

The ozone layer is thinning, and pollution is thickening.

Human populations are burgeoning, and endangered species

are going extinct.

Global temperatures are expanding, and the rain forest is shrinking.

Oil spills are spreading everywhere, and toxic waste is headed anywhere that will take it!

By contrast, science clearly points out that biologically and genetically humans are “kin” to other species.  At one point in his notes, Charles Darwin writes, “we are all netted together . . .” and at another juncture, “[It’s] more humble and I believe true to see us created from animals.”
  

This scientific emphasis on the connectedness of humans with other creatures can inform us and enable us to adjust our understanding of human beings and their role in the natural world.  It also could encourage us to take into consideration the “humbler, more modest” account of the creation of man in Genesis 2.

The commonality with other creatures which Darwin noted and detailed, and which science proclaims, is echoed in the second chapter of Genesis:  In its account of creation, adam is made from the dust of the earth, just like all the non-human living species (in the original Hebrew, ‘adam from ‘adamah, “man” from the “dust”).   Here man’s kinship is emphasized over man’s kingship.

Several thinkers reflect this “alternative” imagery for human identity and function:

Biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann said that being made in God’s image meant that humans were created to rule over creation in the way that God ruled over creation.  Creatively using power to invite, evoke, and permit was what made Homo sapiens special and a reflection of God, because this is the way that God exercised God’s power.  God ruled as a servant-king, but not as a dictator-tyrant; so should the species made in God’s image.

Physicist/theologian Ian Barbour suggested that being made in God’s image meant that humans were created to be responsible for creation in the way that God was responsible for creation.  Having created the earth, God now takes care of it.  So, being entrusted with responsibility for the creation and caring for it well was what made Homo sapiens special and a reflection of God, because that is what God does.  God was responsible for what God made; so should be the species made in God’s image.

Process theologian Marjorie Suchocki asserted that being made in God’s image meant that humans were created in interrelationship with all living things, just as God exists in relationship with all that is.  Being consciously in relationship with all life on earth—human and non-human—was what made Homo sapiens special and a reflection of God, because God intentionally and intimately relates to all that God has made.  God exists in loving relationship with all living things in the creation; so should the species made in God’s image.

But, of course, Genesis 1 underscores a distinctiveness, a specialness, for human beings.  So, in light of science and in light of Genesis 2, and in response to the insights of Brueggemann, Barbour, and Suchocki, what might it mean for human beings to have been created in the image of God of Genesis 1?  What might it mean for humans to have been uniquely created in God’s image?  What is special and distinctive about Homo sapiens?—
It is not long life—the tortoise lives far longer; it is not strength—a chimpanzee is eight-to-ten times as strong as a human; it is not sight—the eagle recognizes things from a much greater distance away; it is not the ability to reason—other mammals (such as the great apes, killer whales, and dolphins) have been shown to think and be reflective and solve problems by a process that cannot be distinguished from rationality; it is not smell—a dog can pick-up odors that humans cannot discern; it is not speed—a Thompson’s gazelle or a cheetah runs at a much faster velocity; it is not hearing—a bat can hear sounds that humans fail to detect; it is not language—recent studies have shown that chimpanzees communicate using something akin to language, and whales communicate with one another over hundreds of miles; it is not technology—other species use “tools,” such as the finch that uses twigs to extricate ants from a hole in the ground or insects from a tree, and other primates that use sticks and branches and stones to accomplish tasks and achieve goals, and bats and dolphins that use sonar or echolocation (and these are “built-in” or “hard-wired” technologies!).  What, then, is special—distinctive—about human beings?

In short, humans are made uniquely in the image of God for a special function, a vast responsibility, and not for a superior status.  That is, human beings are God’s representatives on earth, charged with caring-for and looking-out for the entirety of planetary life.  In Genesis 2:15 human beings are charged to serve and to preserve the Garden.  This notion of serving and preserving provides a creative tension, a counterbalance, and a restraint for Genesis 1:28 where human beings are to have dominion over and subdue the natural world.  Given what science has illustrated about the intimate connection between humans and the rest of life on earth, this must be interpreted as using the power of the position to care-for and serve, to protect and preserve.

If we inform our understanding of Genesis 1’s “image of God” with science and Genesis 2, then only humans are in a position to formulate a biocentric ethic (a life-centered ethic that takes into consideration the situations and rights of all living things—human and non-human).  As a result, only humans sin by not living-up to the moral demands of such an ethic.  As environmental theologian Jay McDaniel has put it, “To be made in God’s image is not to leave our earthiness behind; rather it is to become fully human by realizing our potential for wisdom and compassion.”
  This wisdom and compassion are not to be reserved for our relations with fellow humans, but are to be properly extended to the whole of life.  As a result, humans have a responsibility for the rest of creation and are held accountable by God for how this responsibility is discharged—humans are morally blameworthy or morally praiseworthy depending on how they fulfill this obligation.

Concerning this notion of the image of God, Canadian theologian Douglas John Hall has written perceptively and persuasively:  The image of God, he declares, is not something which humankind has, but rather something which humankind does.  “Humans made in the image of God,” then, does not refer to one particular trait or one set of characteristics which humans possess, but instead refers to something which humans act-out.  The image of God is not “substantial” (a part of humans’ essence or being or ontology), but “relational” (a part of humans’ behavior or actions).

 Being made in God’s image, then, lays an ethical responsibility on humans based on kinship—a connectional model emphasized by science and Genesis 2—rather than on arrogance based on kingship—a monarchical model.  The “image of God” is more a verb than a noun, a function not a status.  Intrinsic to this is the affirmation that humans are a part of, not apart from, nature.  Man was made for nature; nature was not made for man.  Nature is not a commodity to own; nature is a community to serve.

In light of Genesis 2 and science, one metaphor that strikes me as a model of this interpretation of humans made in God’s image is “the housesitter.”  A housesitter is secured when the owner of the home must be away on business or vacation and therefore cannot continue to take care of the house himself/herself.  Though the housesitter does not own the house, she or he is responsible for its upkeep, welfare, and safety.  The housesitter acts in the owner’s behalf and tries to imitate how the owner has taken care of the home.

Ultimately, the housesitter is accountable to the owner of the house, and when that owner returns, there will undoubtedly be an inspection and an evaluation of the housesitter’s performance of his/her responsibilities.  The good housesitter is one who cared about, and cared for, the house; looked-after, and looked-out for, the house and its living and non-living contents; and served as a guardian or protector of the house—just as the owner would 
have done, and just as the owner expected.  In other words, the housesitter is the owner’s representative, or steward, or servant; in this way, the housesitter reflects the “image of the owner.”

Informed by science and Genesis 2’s emphasis on connectedness and service, humans made in the image of God are not to clutch nature as a possession (from which we are apart and to which we are superior), but rather to tend nature as a community (of which we are a part and to which we are a servant).
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3 Commentary on Clifford Cain’s “Made in God’s Image”

Laurence Rohrer (Lincoln University)
Dr. Cain makes an attractive appeal to an alternative way to understand the relationship between God and man in his presentation.   Here he suggests that our role in regard to nature that of a pure steward, who is a “house sitter” for the rest of God’s creation, in contrast to the seeing the rest of created nature, as mere resources solely possessing instrumental value for human ends, the power over which is ceded by God in Genesis vs. 26, 27, 28.   

While I am a large supporter of the present movement among many religious thinkers, to emphasize good stewardship of the earth as a moral obligation incurred in virtue of our relationship with God, I am less critical of the traditional interpretation of Genesis, and in particular Dr. Cain’s concern for understanding the notion of man being given dominion over the rest of nature.  Dr. Cain interprets this passage as sin qua non, the license to rape the land or use other creatures callously and cruelly for own devices.    While it may be true that absolute power, corrupts absolutely, at least for all creatures except God, it does not follow that man’s dominion does so, for as a matter of fact, man is never wholly separate from nor has ever exercised absolute power over nature.  In many ways, mankind has often felt nature an adversary, precisely because it poses a great deal of adversity and hardships that must be overcome to even secure the most basic of his needs.  The temptation to over romanticize nature in light of our ecological blunders is great.  But that human beings are first and foremost makers, who recreate nature as a form of life, as philosophers from Aristotle to Karl Marx have suggested, seems hard to deny.   

In regard to the troubling aspects of the notions associated with dominion, and kingship, that Dr. Cain addresses throughout his paper, he noted that many scholars have traditionally “underscored” the “separateness and superiority of mankind.”  While to be sure, it has often been the case that many scholars have interpreted passages such as Genesis 1:26 in this fashion, it does not follow that dominion or Lordship as Dr. Cain remarks, necessary entails that man is separate from the rest of creation.  Lordship only requires unique powers, prestige or advantage, but the moral quality of the exercise of that power is open.  This can easily be understood as suggested by Genesis 1.    Also, to have dominion over, does not entail separateness from.  I would agree with Dr. Cain that those theologians that have argued in that manner are in error.  I would hasten to remind them what history well teaches us, that mankind has always been keenly aware of its interdependence on the rest of nature.  Clearly we have failed miserably and sinfully to act as good kings over the rest of the created world, but this implies no error on the part of God in ceding dominion to mankind, nor does it have any bearing on whether or not it is true that in fact, man is special and unique in regard to the rest of creation.  Rather, it is our immense power in exercising our capacities from being made in God’s image that is precisely why our moral and prudential errors are so devastating and why grace is necessary.  Moreover, it seems rather clear that the purpose of the Bible is for mankind, it is not a book on Deep Ecology or a treatise on Ecological politics that is non-species centric extending a covenant relationship between God and the entirety of His created order.   

Finally, I am in great sympathy with Dr. Cain’s motivation for his presentation.  Ecologically, human history is largely a story of folly.  But I think that our focus ought to be on good kingship, in which the king is a sacrifice, a steward of his subjects.  It is because of our dependence upon nature for the physical means of our service to God and to one another, that wise management of all of God’s gifts is necessary.  But an accurate picture of human nature cannot avoid the unique role and power that mankind has developed, the capacity for which was always our potential.  Thus, kingship is arguably a part of what it means to be made in God’s image. 

4.  The Voice in the Whirlwind: Lessons for Job – Randomness and Natural Evil 

Richard F. Carlson (Redlands University Emeritus)

This paper is a joint endeavor with my friend Jason Hine, a colleague with whom I have worked on a number of projects involving science, philosophy and Christian faith.

The biblical book of Job recounts a man described to be, as we read in the very first verse, “blameless – a man of complete integrity.” and one who was very rich in possession, family and health.  But calamity quickly strikes Job.  A fire from heaven burns up Job’s sheep, a powerful wind sweeps in from the wilderness and collapses Job’s house killing his children, and later Job suffers boils from head to foot.  Job’s attitude progresses – first a calm acceptance of his losses, but later he insists  that he has been treated unfairly, a conclusion he reaches after receiving unhelpful and inappropriate counsel from four friends.  Job then screams at God, demands a hearing and asks for justice.  And then a surprise - God responds to Job.

God, as the Voice in the whirlwind, opens his response by making one and only one criticism of Job – God says Job is ignorant and asks in Job 38:2, “Who is this that questions my wisdom with such ignorant words?”  In the speeches that follow in chapters 38-41 God teaches Job aspects of creation, mainly through examples stated in terms of rhetorical questions.  By doing so God points out to Job the divine strategy in planning, creating and overseeing the operation of the world.  God points out properties of the physical world along with selected examples of animals and birds.  From these God expects Job to deduce the principles by which God designed, created and maintains the world, but leaving these core principles unspoken.  God demonstrates patience and accommodation toward Job by explaining creation to him in this way.

Job 38-39 contains 17 stanzas, the first 10 referring to physical features of the world followed by 7 stanzas giving short descriptions of 9 animals and birds.  Chapters 40 and 41 contain two longer descriptions of the Behemoth and the Leviathan, two striking creatures.   

I will summarize features of the speeches, and in them we will find aspects of creation related to the type of evil that Job suffered, evil that can be classified as due to natural calamities.  The broad question is, how can God’s goodness and power exist alongside a world of suffering caused by natural processes such as earthquakes, floods and storms of all kinds, devastating illnesses, birth defects, nature red in tooth, and the physical death of living things throughout creation, including the death of humans?  The calamities suffered by Job fall into a category of evil called natural evil (sometimes called physical evil.)  In the latter part of this talk I will focus on a feature of natural evil prominently implied here in Job, namely, randomness or chance in physical process.  Finally, I will suggest some implications for ministry as followers of Jesus are called to respond to victims of natural evil.  


First, a quick overview of the biblical text.  (You should all have copies.)  Following God’s initial statement to Job (38:1-3) the Voice in the whirlwind describes the structure of the world in the next stanza (38:4-7).  We read that God claims high skill and competence in planning, constructing and continuing to manage and nurture his creation in a consistent way.  God created everything with a purpose, but many of his purposes do not directly relate to humans.  There is no evidence of UNPLANNED randomness (chaos) in creation – no surprises for God - and no indication in the speeches of anything that needs fixing up.  God knows his creation very well, for he has planned and measured it, and has a purpose for each aspect.   


An example of God’s management is related to the seas (38:8-11).  The sea can be dangerous, stormy, unpredictable, chaotic - the sea can be destructive.  But the text indicates that God set boundaries that the sea cannot normally cross, resulting in the establishment of dry land.  The unpredictable, random behavior of the sea has limits set by God.

In verses 12-15 the Voice declares that creation is renewed by God as each new day is created.  This signifies the continuation of the creation process in a in a way that exhibits regularity or consistency.  There are many aspects of creation that we can count on.  And because of this faithful consistency, the study of creation (science) is a worthwhile endeavor.  
The speech opened with the Voice chiding Job for not knowing enough – and apparently Job does not know enough about creation, for creation is what the entire speech is about.  The implication is that WE ignore creation (and hence science) at our peril.  Our understanding of creation is the key to understanding God’s plan for creation, and this is a prerequisite for understanding natural evil.
In the next two stanzas the Voice points out the existence of the underworld and the realms of light and darkness (verses 16-21), implying that there is more to creation than the eye can see.  

The next four stanzas (38:25-38) depict in various ways that God has created an eco-system that nourishes the earth and its inhabitants with all forms of water – rains, dew, frost, ice and snow, and has provided means for spreading these across the world – many times in a gentle way, but sometimes in torrents, sometimes accompanied by lightning, and sometimes accompanied by destruction - floods, tornados, hurricanes, tsunamis, tidal waves, blizzards, storms of all kinds.   And east winds (implying destructive winds) are scattered over the earth

These destructive effects imply another aspect of creation – the suffering of creation resulting from the way creation was planned and continues to be carried out, even at the present time.  This natural evil is a part of creation.  Here natural evil results from the destructive distribution of water in its many forms and wind over the earth.  An example close to home is the tornado that devastated Joplin, MO a year ago.  These verses imply a random aspect to a number of physical processes occurring on the earth.  If God directly controls each rainfall, then tornados, tsunamis and floods are a result of God’s direct action.  But what if the distribution of rainfall across the surface of the earth is a result of processes inherent in creation, and what if there is an aspect of inherent randomness to these processes?  One positive consequence of this randomness is to ensure that, over time, a given area of land tends to receive the rainfall it needs for life to thrive.  Could it be that the randomness that many times results in conditions for nurturing the earth will also sometimes result in conditions for suffering?  Is this consistent with what we know about God – or think we know about God?  
The remainder of the first speech and the entire second speech is given to descriptions of certain birds and animals, eleven in all.  A few characteristics stand out.

1).  Some animals are featured that that are born to hunt prey to get food for their young, and as such here are examples of blood and suffering in the world of living things.  There is an order to creation; this includes a food chain that involves suffering, blood and death in the hierarchy of animals and birds.  

2). The animals and birds chosen exhibit diversity, another hallmark of creation.  

3). Most of the animals and birds described are useless to humans.

4). There is no criticism by the Voice of any of the creatures discussed.

 What can be learned about natural evil from God’s two speeches to Job?  We have several suggestions.

1). There is no hint of anything wrong with the universe or with our world.  Creation, including the animals and birds, seems to have come out as planned.  God has created everything with a purpose.  And there is no hint of nature having fallen into sin.

2). Unfortunate things can happen to people, animals and the environment because of the way the universe is – a universe that was planned and is upheld faithfully and wisely by God.


3). There are two consequences of natural evil.  One is that creation suffers.  The other is that creation exists.  Our world would not have developed in the way it has, and our existence as humans would not have come about if the universe - its laws and its physical parameters - had been anything other than what they actually are.  


4). There is lawful randomness in nature.  This randomness is lawful, because the universe operates under the laws of physics, chemistry and biology.  Weather, genetics and disease are at least partly understood in terms of these laws.  But there also is a random aspect, resulting in events that appear hit and miss because of our inability to predict their exact occurrences.  

5). Nature has been given freedom to explore possibilities.  Developing the previous point a bit further, our universe and earth are in some ways open systems and not to be understood as under strictly deterministic principles.  Some have said that God has given free will to humans (to do good or evil), and that nature has also been given a certain dimension of freedom.  In addition to lawful randomness the possibility of miracles and answer to prayer are also consistent with a universe that does not operate under completely deterministic principles. 

6). Nature demonstrates God’s faithfulness.  The existence of natural evil is actually a sign of God’s faithfulness.  Natural evil is the necessary accompaniment of a structured world.  The absence of widespread miracles is also a sign of God’s faithfulness.  It is better for the health of the universe that not all prayers for healing are answered in the way requested, for one requirement for new life is the death of the now living.  And yet God is actively involved in nature and actively upholds all of creation and its laws through the Son (see Col 1 and Heb 1).  God ordained how nature operates, and a lawful universe is to be preferred.

7). God’s knowledge - God knows the universe and its life intimately.  God knows all of the details – nothing about the universe is a surprise to him in the sense that his overall purpose for the universe is threatened.  In contrast, Job’s knowledge was defective and incomplete.
In summary, the Voice does not deny the existence of natural evil.  Its effects play a prominent role in the two speeches.  Natural evil is a necessary consequence of God’s carefully devised and good plan for our universe and our world.  

Now I would like to focus on one feature of our physical world, a feature that is routinely ignored when thinking theologically.  The Voice showed Job a number of examples in our physical world that imply an inherent randomness.  Question – do Christians have a bias against this idea?  Is a theologically satisfactory position the claim that God has planned every physical event?  I would like to explore the nature of randomness and how it is clearly present in our physical world; a world that the Voice declares has been and is being created and upheld by God.
1).  The nature of randomness 
Randomness or chance essentially means unpredictability, whether the randomness is inherent (in principle) or simply a result of incalculability (in practice).  Total chaos is not the result because the laws of nature put bounds on the behavior of any physical system.  
The following are examples of randomness in the natural world.  

A).  Radioactive decay – Radioactive decay is well-understood in terms of nuclear and electromagnetic forces and the microscopic laws of motion described by quantum theory.  Predictions of the decay constant for a given radioactive nucleus can be calculated, which in turn leads to a specification of the half-life for that nucleus.  The only problem is that if we focus on any single nucleus, say a single Cs-137 nucleus, the half life means that there is a 50% probability that this (or any) nucleus will decay at some time (we cannot say exactly when) during the half-life period – in the case of Cs-137, a time span of 30.0 years.  However, if we have a reasonable size sample of Cs-137, say 100 grams (about 3 ounces), this will contain some 4.4 x 1023 Cs nuclei (quite a few!!), and applying statistical theory to a sample of this number of Cs nuclei leads us to say that after 30.0 years have passed, half of the original number of nuclei (or 2.2 x 1023 nuclei) will remain in that sample, with the other half of the original sample having undergone decay.  In one sense this is a random process.  There is no way of predicting which of the nuclei of the original sample will decay in any given interval of time.  Each of the nuclei in that sample has a 50% chance of surviving the 30.0 year period.  We know how many will survive; we just don’t know which ones will be the lucky ones.  

It’s much the same way in the life insurance business.  Given a large enough sample of 75 year-old men, an insurance company knows fairly precisely how many of these will survive to the end 2012.  In fact, the insurance company knows this number so well that it can make money insuring the lives of these men.  The company knows how many, but not which ones will die.     

These are examples of what we call lawful randomness.  In the nuclear case, the half-life can be calculated from the principles of quantum mechanics,  nuclear physics and the general laws of nature such as the conservation laws, like energy, momentum and charge, to name a few.  The half-life does not give a precise measure of when any given nucleus will decay, but it gives an accurate measure of the survivability over time of a large enough sample of these same nuclei.  This is lawful randomness and is an inherent physical property of our universe.  This is the way the universe is.

B).  Skin cancer.  It is well known that skin cancer is induced by ultraviolet radiation from the sun.  Ultraviolet radiation consists of high energy photons that can alter molecules that comprise human skin.  But not every ultraviolet photon will initiate skin cancer – only a very small percentage of those photons incident on the skin.  This is another random process in much the same way that radioactivity is.  Once again, the overall understanding of the interaction of photons with skin molecules is well known, but just as in the case of radioactive decay, the scientific understanding is in terms of calculations of probabilities that do not give certainties of the exact effects of a single photon incident on human skin.  And so, here we have another example of a random process that operates under well understood physical law.  And of course, we are fortunate that not every high energy photon with the potential of inducing skin cancer will actually do so.

C). The Voice did not discuss nuclear physics with Job.  But the Voice spent some time on the subject of the distribution of water over the surface of the earth.  In terms of water, the earth including its atmosphere is a closed system.  The water-cycle includes evaporation from the surface of the earth followed by distribution over the earth in the form of water, ice and snow.  This distribution is partially random, depending on a number of well understood factors such as surface temperature, prevailing wind directions, ocean currents to name a few.  But butterflies in the Amazon and other irregular natural factors are influences that make weather patterns erratic and at least partially unpredictable – in other words, random.  Water distribution over the earth can be accounted for by deterministic equations.  Mathematically the problem is that specifications of the conditions at some particular time are a crucial step in solving these equations to get weather predictions, and these initial conditions cannot be specified with enough accuracy to insure a precise determination of the time development of the weather system.  And even if the initial conditions could be precisely specified, the exact solution to the equations describing the system is beyond the ability of our computational methods.  So epistemologically, we have at least a partially random situation in terms of weather predictions.  General patterns of weather can be predicted using the deterministic laws of meteorology, but precise predictions are generally difficult or impossible because of the chaotic nature of weather systems resulting from their exquisite sensitivity to details of their initial conditions.


D.  Evolutionary process.  Scientists working in the field of biological evolution recognize the role of chance in the evolutionary process.

These examples are but a small sample of physical processes that are fundamentally random, but at the same time constrained by physical law.  Nature’s operation includes a component of “lawful randomness.”    

And finally, genuine chance insures fair play.  We would be upset to find that nature’s dice were loaded.

3).  Is idea of the existence of randomness in nature consistent with God’s attributes?

Among attributes normally associated with God, only certain ones have any relation to physical process – omnipotence, omniscience and omnipresence.  These three need to be considered, and James Bradley does so in the article “Randomness and God’s Nature,” found in Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith, Journal of the American Scientific Affiliation, June 2012 issue, p. 75ff.  He argues. “…that the scientific concept of randomness and the historic Christian understanding of God’s nature are compatible.”  He further writes, “Randomness can be viewed as a subtle expression of God’s wisdom.”  Unfortunately time constraints do not allow further discussion of this work by Bradley..

4).  What are some consequences of this randomness?  

There are both good and hurtful consequences.  As already noted, the distribution of water in various forms and places is an example of randomness in nature.  The May 2011 tornado that hit Joplin, MO killed 158 people, injured about 1000 more and caused $2.8B in damage.  This ranks among the world’s worst tornados in recorded history.  Many lives were negatively affected by the particular but limited path taken by this storm.  And yet many more Missourians received nurturing rain from that storm.  

The same ultraviolet rays in sunlight, when absorbed by the skin, can induce deadly skin cancer but also produce vitamin D, an essential vitamin needed by all people.

The random distribution of earthquakes across the world is responsible for producing new Colorado Rocky or California High Sierra mountain ranges while this same phenomenon destroys cities and kills and injures people.

The randomness involved in reproduction of living beings, whether human, animal or plant, both produces birth defects but can also result in beneficial genome alterations that allow the species to adapt to changing earth environments.

5).  How do we as humans, as followers of Jesus, respond to the fact that we live in a world where natural evil and random events are part of the fabric of this world?  We, our loved ones and friends can be victims of natural evil.  We can be hurt, fall ill, and sometimes die as a result of natural evil.  First, we must realize this has not occurred because of sin or the fall.  It may be because of the way nature is – disease, genetic weakness, all sorts of natural disasters like tornados, accidents, - to name a few.  Natural evil may be the result of poor decisions made by humans, including possibly us.  In response we can use resources available to us – family, friends, government, our ingenuity.  In addition we have the good gift from God in the natural healing that so often is a part of our existence.  We pray for relief and strength, and for good to come of our situation.  But we should not forget that natural evil exists as part of how the world and universe goes forward in a healthy, creative way.  One principle of the bio-sciences is that new life is at least partially dependent on the death of creatures, including humans, that are alive now.  In a sense the death of the now living represents a sacrifice for the ongoing welfare of our world.

For our neighbors – both near and world-wide - we have a responsibility.  Jesus identified with Isaiah when he said that he came to give sight to the blind, healing to the lame, and release of the captives.  Jesus came at least in part to bring relief to victims of natural evil.  We can do no less than to work to relieve suffering of all kinds – whether it is the result of natural or moral evil.  We are to be salt and light in the world, spreading goodness wherever we are.  We are to be people of whom it is said that goodness occurs because of us.   
5.  On the Limits of Job’s Theology of Nature

Bruce Ballard (Lincoln University)
It isn’t easy to see what science and religious faith have to do with one another.  Or, rather, it is all too easy to simply conform our beliefs to the cultural majority and count that as the most rational course.  In academia and parts of the larger culture, the default belief is that science alone gets the truth about reality and that religion may serve as a comforting fiction or mystification of life by and for the weak.  Needless to say, such sentiments generally proceed from religious illiterates.  The best accounts of the relation(s) between the two must come from those with advanced study and training in both.  These are comparatively few.  Fewer still and much farther between are those who think as acutely and carefully about this topic as Prof. Carlson.  So it is no small privilege to have him with us today.

That being said, philosophy will always raise challenges even to the best thinkers.

First of all, Carlson has a very tight reading of the biblical text of Job—much more careful and insightful than typical commentaries provide.  This is in part due to his identification of the centrality of created nature for interpreting “natural’ evil.  As Carlson puts it: “Our understanding of creation is the key to understanding God’s plan for creation, and this is a prerequisite for understanding such natural evils as earthquakes, storms, devastating illnesses, birth defects, and death.”  

As it turns out, natural evils are part of the created world.  They are the ineradicable consequences  of naturally beneficial processes.  So sickle celled blood helps protect against malaria yet can lead to a number of other health problems.  In his example of the destruction by tornado in Joplin, Missouri, Carlson compares the evil of the death of 158 people to the “many more” Missourians who benefited from the rains.  These claims raised a number of questions for this reader.  First we may ask for evidence to support the claim that such negative consequences are really necessary.  As we know from miracle accounts, God does not bind himself to precedent.  Yet on Carlson’s interpretation of nature in Job, it could seem to make little sense to pray for God’s reversal of some typical pattern of disease since nature is not seen as needing repair.  Perhaps such a prayer would be wrong per se.  Jesus’ miracles might also seem out of place.   

A common danger to well-conceived apologetics on the problem of evil is to end up with evil not being a problem, ordinarily through a stoic lowering of expectations.  But Christian hope makes sense as a looking forward to a corrected/perfected nature in a new heaven and earth where the lion lays down with the lamb (and not for leg of lamb) and where the whole creation groans no more.

Finally, while Carlson is surely right to say that nature in Job is not characterized as fallen, it is not clear to this reader that Job’s account is incompatible with the fallen nature described in other biblical treatments of nature.  I would be interested to know how we ought to synthesize doctrine here from a variety of biblical sources on Prof. Carlson’s account.











































































































































