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Prof Neil Messer - Pious primates with believing brains: what do evolutionary, 

cognitive and neuroscientific studies of religion imply for Christian faith and theology? 

The scientific study of religion raises particularly sharp questions about the 

relationship between science and Christian faith. Christians take their beliefs and 

practices to be responses to the God who is revealed in the person of Jesus Christ. 

Cognitive scientists, evolutionary theorists and neuroscientists who study religion 

seek naturalistic scientific explanations of beliefs and practices, including those of 

Christian believers. What relevance do these scientific studies have to Christian 

theology (that is, the understanding of Christian faith)? Are they in conflict with it, 

irrelevant to it, or should Christians’ understanding of their faith be informed in some 

way by the scientific study of religion? The presentation will survey five possible 

answers to this question and explore the strengths and weaknesses of each. Through 

this exploration, some more general conclusions will be drawn about how Christian 

faith and theology should engage with the natural sciences. 

 

Prof Keith R Fox - The challenges of recent developments in genome modification 
It is now over a decade since the human genome was first sequenced and we now 
know a lot more about our genetic makeup and the origins of many inherited 
conditions. Recent developments have also revolutionised our ability to modify our 
genomes with a wide-range of potential medical and therapeutic applications. The 
CRISPR-Cas9 system has been used in living cells, including those of humans, with high 
accuracy and efficiency, for either deleting or inserting sequences into target genes, 
or turning genes off.  The CRISPR technology is now widely used as a powerful research 
tool in many research laboratories around the world. Modifying somatic cells, for 
treating diseases such as cancer or inherited retinal diseases, has already been shown 
to be effective. However, the modification of germ cells, producing changes that will 
be passed to the following generations, raises many more scientific, ethical, and 
societal questions. What does it mean to be a healthy human person?  Indeed, what 
is a normal human? Are risk factors the only reason to be cautious about this 
technology? The immediate medical applications would be to treat (prevent) genetic 
disorders, by removing or replacing a disease-causing gene in an early embryo. But 
which genes should be modified? Those that are life-threatening, or life changing? 
What about ‘faulty’ genes that only produce their effects in later life? What are the 
boundaries between normal variation and disability?  Critics worry that any use of the 
technology is the first step on a slippery slope to eugenics or human enhancement, or 
its use for cosmetic purposes. Are we discriminating against those who live with 
genetically inherited conditions, and what does this say about their dignity and worth?  
 

Dr Hilary Marlow - Christian faith and the Environment: Responding to an Urgent 
Challenge 
Environmental challenges are with us NOW not in the future! No-one could fail to be 

aware that the world is facing a serious crisis, one that threatens global security and 



the wellbeing of countless people, not to mention other species. How should 

Christians respond and where do our responsibilities lie? This talk will explore some 

biblical and theological reasons why creation care should be at the forefront of 

Christian thinking and action. 

 

Prof Berry Billingsley and Prof John Wood - Big Questions, uncritical scientism, 

sufficient truth and the power and limitations of science 

The old advice to preachers, “when in doubt, shout” could be termed in a different 

way along the lines “science has shown…” Both are phrases designed to close down a 

discussion. Just what is meant by “science” and who decides what is and what science 

says? Those without a scientific training do not always understand that science is 

progressive and that we make statements based on the best evidence available.  With 

new data, new instruments and new questions to ask, we often arrive at new 

conclusions and so appear to be "always changing our minds" and thus cannot be 

relied upon.  The tendency for some scientists to speak with greater certainty than 

they should for all kinds of reasons doesn't help.   

Meanwhile in schools, a fragmented approach to education – focused on knowledge 

rather than how knowledge is constructed, means that without our help there is a 

population of learners (future citizens) who have rarely if ever had opportunities in 

school to examine the power and limitations of science. Today’ big questions about 

human personhood and the nature of reality include ‘How do we keep the planet 

safe?’ ‘How do we help people who are sick to get better?’ and ‘Can a robot ever own 

its own thoughts?’. These big questions cannot automatically be reduced to the 

smaller types of questions that are particularly amenable to science.  

Who has the right to proclaim “truth” as the drive towards Open Science and Citizen 

Science boosted by recent policy decisions such as Plan S supported by UKRI (UK 

Research and Innovation) are challenging the traditional scientific careers and 

approaches to doing science. Most of our lives are lived by accepting that Newton’s 

laws are true. Yes they are “sufficiently true” for everyday living. Yet they break down 

at the extremes of scale. Sometimes our science is true only in the local environment 

which puts boundary conditions down that ignore a wider truth. The bible uses 

“observation and seeing” extensively to take us beyond what is before us. “Amos, 

what do you see?” Time and time again God challenges our observations of what we 

perceive to be truth culminating in the use of Isaiah’s words by Jesus: “You will ever 

listen, but never understand, and you will indeed look, but never perceive.” As we 

confront the notion of absolute truth in both our science and Christian faith we need 

to heed the words “For we now see in a mirror dimly, but then we will see face to face. 

Now I know only in part: then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.” 


