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London Conference: God, Science & Freedom 
Sam Berry has contributed this report:
The day started with two complementing presentations by Malcolm Jeeves and Alan Torrance, both from St Andrews. Professor Jeeves reviewed work in neuro-psychology from classical times to the highly sophisticated electrophysiological and scanning techniques in use today, arguing that the links between brain activity and 'mind' are becoming ever tighter, leaving no convincing place for a separate 'soul'.  Whilst there is no knock-down argument for the non-existence of a soul, neither is there any firm reason in either the Bible or in science to believe in such an entity.  Dualism (i.e. the assumption that the body and the soul or spirit are distinct parts of humanness) is becoming increasingly restricted to New Agers and those convinced of 'near death' experiences.  Alan Torrance followed this by discussing philosophical approaches to resolving the nature of freedom (or free-will): can modern scientific understanding allow the existence of human freedom and, if so, do we have a liberty of spontaneity or of indifference? 
(i.e. a sense of non compulsion or simple indeterminancy). He showed that neither naturalism nor the current fashionable model of non-reductive physicalism give us a complete picture, and concluded that the most satisfactory model currently available is that derived from two non-religious philosophers, Rockwell and Cartwright, which recognizes "a world in which emergent causal processes are to be found on a whole variety of different and diverse levels".  In Torrance's words, this "opens the door to viewing the human person as an emergent reality which is a contributory cause of itself [and thus] upholds human agency and accountability whilst taking seriously the embeddedness of that freedom in brain processes, physical desires, etc".  Interestingly, the advances in scientific knowledge have led to interpretative concepts very similar to 

those advocated two or three decades ago by two Christian philosopher/scientists, Michael Polanyi and Donald MacKay.
The first afternoon paper was given by Jeff Schloss from Santa Barbara.  He examined human nature from the point of view of evolutionary psychology; he demolished the myth of genetic determinism at the behavioural level and showed how biologists are wrestling to produce an hierarchical model of behavioural determinants - which in many ways reruns longstanding Christian debates such as Calvin and Wesley's perspectives on grace and freedom.
The final paper was by Colin Humphreys of Cambridge, based on his recent book The Miracles of Exodus.  His argument was that knowing the 'mechanism' behind a miracle in no ways detracts from God's providential ordering. He examined the crossing of the Jordan described in Joshua 3: 15,16  This can be 'explained' by a Rift Valley earth movement producing a mud-slide; these are common in the area and well-documented in recent times.   Many of the Exodus miracles can be regarded more as miracles of timing rather than the suspension of natural processes - but that does not make them any less of a miracle.  
The Conference was stimulating and stretching but more than a mere intellectual exercise. If we cannot deal with the sort of questions dealt with there, our witness and credibility as Christians is inevitably impaired.  For most people, God is irrelevant rather than intrinsically unbelievable.  One of our roles (and of Christians in Science as an organization) is to proclaim Our God as powerful and necessary, as well as merely possible. That was the underlying message of the 2003 Conference - and that is the continuing challenge to us all.
St Paul’s Robert Adam Street is a hospitable venue, Sally Freeman provided an excellent buffet lunch and John Bausor’s bookstall was a hive of activity during the breaks in the programme.


New publications secretary
Bennet McInnes has organised our publications highly efficiently for many years and we are very grateful for all the effort he has put into this. He must be a familiar figure at the parcels desk of his local post-office! He has now handed this task over to John Bausor who has therefore rejoined the committee after a brief retirement.  John ran a very successful bookstall at the London conference and his updated publications list is enclosed. He is always glad of suggestions of titles which should be added to the list.

E-mail discussion group
This is now up and running, accessible through the CiS website www.cis.org.uk
Feedback from those who make use of this facility is always welcome.

Future conferences 

Sheffield is hosting a second conference on March 13th 2003  with a computer theme. Details are enclosed separately.

The next London conference is scheduled for Saturday October 2nd and is being planned jointly with the Christian Medical Fellowship. It aims to explore technologies of the future and their implications for both science and medicine.  This is new territory for many of us and there will be an opportunity to learn the basics.

It is now time to make decisions about a trip to Vancouver for the joint American and Canadian Scientific and Christian Affiliation conference on Neuroscience and the Image of God. A tempting flyer is enclosed. Remember that CiS can provide travel bursaries for those who apply in good time.
Other meetings of interest

This year’s Templeton prize winner 
‘ for progress towards spiritual realities’, Holmes Rolston, will be the key speaker at a day conference in London on 24th February 2004 on the problems of environmental sustainability. He will then be speaking at a number of universities. Details from the John Ray Initiative, www.jri.org.uk 

For those in the Glasgow area there is to be a conference in May 22 on ‘Being Religious. It aims ‘to explore how religious experience affects and is effected by the subject’s understanding of identity and the subject’s encounter with technology.’ More information on 
www.religions.divinity.gla.ac.uk/being.htm.

In September the British Association for the Advancement of Science is meeting in Exeter, the home of our Chairman John Bryant. There will be a definite Christian presence this year as he has arranged for CiS to sponsor a speaker at the main conference. Also the Science and Religion Forum’s regular annual weekend is incorporated as part of the conference ‘fringe’. 

History and Philosophy of Science subgroup
Richard Dimery has set up a network of people, largely university based, who have a particular interest in this topic. Interaction will be chiefly via the internet. He is setting up a home page as an MSN group and also a group email. These should become available in early December. For further information contact Richard at: richard@dimery.com,

Please make regular use of the new prayer diary, it can be folded for convenience.












 

