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Alister McGrath
A Theory of Everything (That Matters): 
A Short Guide to Einstein, Relativity and 
the Future of Faith
London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2019. 192 
pp. pb. £14.99. ISBN 978-1-5293-7795-8

In The God Delusion (2006), Richard 
Dawkins claimed that Einstein was 
‘repeatedly indignant’ at religious at-
tempts to claim him as one of their pack. 
Ironically, Dawkins then goes on to claim 
Einstein for his own brand of scientific 
materialism. One imagines that Alister 
McGrath, who has gone head to head 
with Dawkins on multiple occasions – 
see The Dawkins Delusion (2007) – had 
this episode in mind when he sat down 
to write his latest book. Contra Dawkins, 
McGrath found that it was actually read-
ing Einstein while a student in the natural 
sciences at Oxford that helped him open 
up to the possibilities of integrating faith 
and fact. Reclaiming the journey that was 
so central to his own, McGrath sets out to 
resituate Einstein’s religiosity, contend-
ing that while Einstein was clearly not 
a Christian, his views of God and nature 
make a lot of sense within a broader 
Christian framework. 

Chapter 2 sets out the apparent com-
pleteness of late nineteenth century 
physics, while hinting at the subtle incon-
gruences (e.g., the odd behaviour of light; 
the perihelion of Mercury) that would 
soon require a deeper theory – and a 
deeper theorist – to come along. This sets 
the stage for Einstein to strut in Chapter 
3, trotting out the miracle year of 1905, 
in which Einstein published four semi-
nal articles on the photoelectric effect, 
Brownian motion, the (special) relativity 
of time and space, and the equivalence 
of mass and energy. As complicated as 
these discoveries might seem to the un-
initiated, McGrath breaks each of them 

down into bite size chunks using helpful 
imagery. While many works borrow pre-
existent illustrations, McGrath’s seem to 
have been made specifically for this book, 
perfectly suiting his analogies as well as 
the level of understanding of his intended 
audience (contrast this with those in Al-
Khalili’s recent The World According to 
Physics, which seem torn out of the near-
est upper-level textbook). 

Chapter 4 introduces the general 
theory of relativity while becoming more 
overtly biographical, charting Einstein’s 
marriages, his flight from Nazism, his let-
ter warning Roosevelt about an atomic 
bomb, and his final decades attempting 
to unify the theories of physics. Chapter 
5 explores how these later attempts at 
unification were not isolated to science 
but to unifying the subjective and objec-
tive aspects of existence as well. While 
‘most scientists have views on ethical, po-
litical and religious issues… what makes 
Einstein particularly interesting is his 
attempts to see these as interconnected’ 
(104). Special attention is paid in this 
chapter to Einstein’s unification of phys-
ics and music, for he claimed to think 
in music rather than mathematics, and 
believed science revealed the beauteous 
‘music of the spheres’ (a saying with a 
rich philosophical and theological herit-
age). This sets the stage for chapter 6 and 
7 to more explicitly evaluate Einstein’s 
religiosity. 

Clearly, Einstein was not a Christian 
(nor even Jewish in a practical sense) 
for he did not believe in a personal God, 
did not attend any services, and disliked 
literal mythologies. As such, Dawkins 
and others have claimed that Einstein’s 
God is nothing more than the rational 
structure of the universe, and so indistin-
guishable from scientific materialism. Yet 
Einstein is not a pantheist (def. merging 



Book Reviews

Science & Christian Belief, Vol 33, No. 1 • 33

God and nature) for the same reason he 
does not believe in a personal God: his 
experience of transcendence. Einstein’s 
God transcends both the natural order 
and anthropomorphic personality traits. 
Yes, Einstein appreciated Spinoza’s ra-
tional, pantheistic universe. Yet whereas 
Spinoza took this rationality to dispel 
mystery, Einstein believed the rationality 
of the cosmos was its greatest mystery of 
all, requiring some deeper explanation. 
Indeed, why does the world make sense 
to begin with?

Einstein believed that something 
beyond the empirical was required to 
ensure the reality and rationality of the 
external world. Christianity provides 
such a framework, justifying the ra-
tional link between the mind of human 
subjects and the world, for the world 
is conceived, shaped and sustained by 
a rational subject. In turn, Christianity 
provides a unified author behind the two 
books of nature and faith, providing the 
unified world picture Einstein longed for, 
bridging not merely theories in physics 
but our subjective and objective realities. 
Thus, while Einstein was not a Christian, 
Christianity nonetheless provides a plau-
sible story in which Einstein’s beliefs 
could have been comfortably couched. In 
turn, Einstein’s attempt to grapple with, 
protect and unify the distinct spheres of 
science, ethics and religion has much to 
teach contemporary Christianity, justify-
ing works like McGrath’s that place the 
two in dialogue. 

McGrath’s work succeeds as biography, 
as popular science, and as a deeper philo-
sophical and theological engagement 
with the twentieth century’s most be-
loved genius. While one wishes McGrath 
had occasionally pushed us a little harder 
– perhaps making more explicit the Neo-
Platonic and monotheistic assumptions 
behind the project of unification in phys-
ics – what we do have is well-written, 
thoughtful and needed. 

Jonathan Lyonhart (PhD Cambridge) 
is a philosopher and ordained min-
ister who publishes on a variety of 
subjects, including the philosophy of 
religion, space and time.  

Alister E. McGrath
The Territories of Human Reason: 
Science and Theology in an Age of 
Multiple Rationalities
Oxford: OUP, 2019. 288 pp. hb. £25. ISBN 
978-0-19-881310-1

Can we weave together insights from 
both science and Christian theology in 
a way that is intellectually coherent and 
which subsequently gives us more in-
sight than either view alone? And how 
is doing this affected by the realisation 
that rationality itself is not a singular 
concept? This is essentially the domain in 
which Prof. McGrath’s new book makes 
its contributions.

We might assume that there is a sin-
gle way to decide whether an argument 
makes sense. However, the key idea 
that McGrath explores in this book is 
that there are multiple rationalities, af-
fected by culture (i.e., what we accept 
as rational reflects a view of a particular 
community) as well as the evidence we 
have to be able to assess the argument. 
As he points out, this should not be 
completely surprising given that in dif-
ferent disciplines – and sometimes even 
within a single discipline – there may be 
very different ways of doing science. For 
example in some areas of geophysics it is 
possible to make predictions that can be 
tested in a lab, but equally examining the 
long-term evolution of the Earth system 
usually (apart from some recent large-
scale experiments in geo-engineering) 
requires asking whether we can explain 
records of the past state.

So how could we go about deciding 
whether a theory is ‘good’? Some aspects 
would be universal: Is the theory intel-
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lectually coherent? Does it correspond 
to the world? Others will depend on our 
community view: Do we prefer a theory 
that is simple? Do we prefer a theory that 
is elegant? Does a theory need to make 
testable predictions? On the last point, 
McGrath suggests that General Relativity 
does make predictions, but Natural Selec-
tion doesn’t, despite both having similar 
status as theories within their own 
disciplines. We also need to deal with 
the problem that science is always done 
subject to a framework of assumptions – 
what we measure almost always depends 
on what we expect the outcome to be, 
and the way that we interpret observa-
tions depends on those assumptions – 
and that conceiving a theory may well be 
a creative activity that also brings in our 
imagination, such as Kekule’s insight into 
the structure of benzene.

During his argument McGrath looks 
at questions such as how we can com-
municate effectively across boundaries of 
discipline, what is meant by explanation, 
and different forms of reasoning. One of 
the most interesting topics he addresses 
is mystery – what happens when we deal 
with subjects that are essentially too big 
to grasp fully? This defines a limit to our 
ability to rationalise, which in the En-
lightenment view means that it must be 
classified as ‘an irrational belief, rather 
than something that exposed the limits 
of reason’ (200). Science allows mystery, 
but only in the sense of being something 
that is not yet understood, and at the cost 
of not being able to encompass ideas 
such as beauty and wonder. Within theol-
ogy, however, mystery is inherent in the 
way that God transcends (rather than 
contradicting) our ability to reason.

The book is pitched at a fairly high lev-
el, with sections that as a non-specialist 
I found quite challenging (unfortunately 
this includes the Introduction and the 
Closing Reflections), particularly in terms 
of the philosophical background re-

quired. The strongly academic approach 
is also reflected in the thorough refer-
encing throughout and a bibliography 
that runs to 55 pages. This would prob-
ably put a lay-person (or even a scientist 
who has not previously come across the 
philosophical ideas) off from persisting 
through the book, and therefore missing 
out on some of the insights that follow, for 
example McGrath’s description of Chris-
tian theology as ‘an extended reflection 
on essentially empirical data – primarily 
the narrative of Jesus Christ’ (208), which 
sets theology as a parallel activity to sci-
ence. In the inner chapters one of the 
most useful aspects is that McGrath illus-
trates each set of ideas with examples of 
how they may be applied both to science 
and to theology.

Ultimately however the problem is 
the starting point, that we need to ac-
cept that there are multiple rationalities, 
and that potentially therefore we may 
choose which to adopt as ‘ours’. As he 
points out different individuals may take 
science as supporting a broad range of 
political views (illustrating this with how 
someone may come to a coherent view 
around scientific socialism). But the pre-
conditioning of the individual’s rational-
ity will affect the outcome. Can we weave 
together insights from both science and 
Christian theology in a way that is intel-
lectually coherent, and which subse-
quently gives us more insight than either 
view alone? Yes, but only if we want to.

Tim Henstock is Professor of Geophys-
ics at the University of Southampton 
and an Elder at Above Bar Church, 
Southampton.
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Alasdair Coles and Joanna Collicutt 
(eds.) 
Neurology and Religion
Cambridge University Press 2020 304pp. 
ISBN 978-1-107-08260-1 Hardback 

Recent decades have witnessed the 
increasingly widespread use of non-
invasive techniques to identify and study 
changes in the structures of the brain. 
As well as being extremely important 
in clinical practice, these techniques 
have also been used by some research-
ers to increase our understanding of 
relationships between the structures of 
our brains and our capacity for and/or 
interest in religion and spirituality. As 
often happens when there are significant 
advances in the development and appli-
cation of new techniques there have been 
widespread claims and counterclaims 
about the interpretation of the results of 
such investigations and of their signifi-
cance for the understanding of religion 
and spirituality. At times enthusiasm has 
far outrun the available secure evidence. 
This volume edited by a Professor of neu-
rology at Cambridge University and an 
Oxford neuropsychologist is extremely 
timely. Since it is published by Cambridge 
University Press in their Medical series 
there is a serious risk that its very im-
portant contents may be missed by many 
interested in issues at the interfaces of 
faith, science and medicine.

In introducing the volume, the editors 
Alasdair Coles and Joanna Collicutt sound 
an important warning that ‘the terms re-
ligion and spirituality are slippery, and 
variably understood’. They say that ‘our 
preference is to favour “religion”, as it 
encompasses individual and communal 
behaviour, practice and belief as well as 
subjective experience … [and that] the 
relationship between religion and dis-
ease is complex and two-way’ (xi). The 
importance of recognising its complex-
ity and the ‘slipperiness’ of some of the 
terms used  underlines the wisdom of the 

editors in including, not only experts in 
neurology, neuropsychology, psychiatry 
and physiology, but also philosophers 
and theologians.

 In an introductory general discussion 
of the relations of science and religion, 
Joanna Collicutt importantly underlines 
that ‘a dualistic model of the human per-
son is not inherent to Christian theology; 
in fact it is at odds with it. It had devel-
oped because the church had uncritically 
hitched its wagon to an earlier unsat-
isfactory science and metaphysics. The 
new science of neurology (and the other 
emerging branches of modern science) 
prompted theologians to return to first 
principles, to reappropriate the embod-
ied and integrated models of the human 
person found in the Hebrew Bible, and 
re-examine many of their assumptions in 
ways that proved to be creative and fruit-
ful’(6).

The importance of this book is further 
exemplified by the way it draws atten-
tion to the fact that in recent years there 
have been repeated reports of how the 
selective action, or inaction, of specific 
regions of the brain are tightly coupled 
to the expression of religious behaviour 
and spirituality. In the chapter by Julian 
Hughes, a Professor of Old Age Psychia-
try, there is a timely warning about too 
readily overgeneralising these relation-
ships. He concludes, ‘In summary, from 
the scanty evidence available, although 
we have noted an intriguing connection 
between the temporal (and frontal) lobes 
and hyper-religiosity, it is not enough to 
have temporal lobe dysfunction to make 
the person religious. Most religious 
people, after all, do not have cognitive 
dysfunction; and, it would seem, the 
mere presence of temporal lobe atrophy 
is not enough to cause hyper-religiosity, 
otherwise this would be a much more 
conspicuous sign of dementia’ (153).

Another topic frequently given high 
publicity is the claim of having identi-
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fied a so-called ‘God module’ in the 
brain. Some have used this as grounds 
for ‘proving’ the existence of a God. In 
his chapter Warren Brown, a neuropsy-
chologist, notes, ‘It is not likely that a 
“God module” exists such that there is an 
area of the brain that is involved in reli-
giousness, and only religiousness. Neural 
systems that are activated during events 
or activities with extremely high levels of 
personal significance may be activated in 
contexts other than a particular person’s 
religious life, but the neural process itself 
would nevertheless be general and only 
the current content religiously specific. 
Thus, we should find a great deal of over-
lap between neurological disorders of 
religiousness and disorders of other as-
pects of a patient’s life’ (32).

This theme of the possible relation of 
the intact functioning of specific brain 
regions to the capacity for religious be-
haviour and of holding religious beliefs is 
helpfully covered in  chapter 11 (Chapter 
11 ‘Beyond Reasonable Doubt :Cognitive 
and Neuropsychological Implications of 
Religious Disbelief’, Gordon Pennycook, 
Daniel Tranel, Kelsey Warner and Eric 
Asp 115-129) They highlight  the dangers 
of trying to link religiosity and religious 
belief with specific areas of the brain. 
They conclude their comprehensive re-
view, ‘Our theoretical and empirical work 
challenge the legitimacy of neuropsycho-
logical models that argue the prefrontal 
cortex is critical for religiosity and reli-
gious belief (e.g. Morimoto 2004)’. They 
note also that, ‘However, the specific con-
tribution of the prefrontal cortex’s sub 
regions (likely in conjunction with other 
brain regions) to religious doubt is still a 
matter for debate’ (126). Clearly further 
work remains to be done.

Readers will be aware that in recent 
years there has been a series of books, 
such as Proof of Heaven by neurosurgeon 
Eben Alexander (Proof of Heaven: A Neu-
rosurgeon’s Journey into the Afterlife, Piat-

kus (2012)) claiming to prove that ‘there 
is a heaven’ or that ‘there is a God’ by ref-
erence to ‘near death experiences’ (NDEs) 
or ‘out of body experiences’ (OBEs). One 
of the most timely and salutary contribu-
tions to this volume is the chapter exam-
ining claims of such Near Death and Out 
of Body Experiences, since these from 
time to time receive widespread and 
dramatic publicity. Michael Marsh, an 
Oxford medical graduate and theologian, 
in his overview of near death and out of 
body experiences concludes, ’Surely it is 
more sensible, … to conclude that ND/
OBE experiences occur, and are remem-
bered, during those final moments while 
subjects are rapidly regaining conscious 
awareness. Therefore NDE are more than 
likely to be brain- generated phenomena, 
and not trips to ‘Heaven’, ‘Hell’ or other 
imagined cosmic spaces, neither events 
generated by external agencies’(234).

The interpretation of NDEs and OBEs 
raises the wider, and very important is-
sue, dealt with by Stuart Judge, Reader 
in Physiology at the University of Oxford, 
which underlines the fact that claims 
about the selective relationship of parts of 
the brain to religious experience should 
be subjected to the normal procedures 
followed in scientific research. For exam-
ple, referring to the work of Persinger, 
Judge  noted, ‘The claim (by Persinger) 
was that these (the very weak magnetic 
fields overlying the temporal lobes) in-
duced a “sensed presence”. Granquist 
et al. (2005) studied 89 subjects using 
Persinger’s apparatus in a double-blind 
design, in which on half the trials the 
stimulator was not activated, and found 
no effect of stimulation. Such effects as 
were found correlated with suggestibil-
ity of subjects’(18). Judge’s conclusions 
are underlined by Alasdair Coles who 
writes ‘Michael Persinger’s attempts to 
show that healthy students, and pre-
adolescents, with religious experiences 
score higher on his own non-validated 
scale of “temporal lobe symptomatology” 
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(Persinger 1984 1991) can safely be ig-
nored’(98).

The potential for significant positive 
benefits arising from a deeper under-
standing of how changes to brain struc-
tures may affect aspects of religious 
behaviour and belief is explored in the 
important chapter by Joanna Collicutt 
entitled ‘Religion and Spirituality in Neu-
rorehabilitation: A Case Study’(Chapter 
11). This brings to mind the extensive 
studies by  Glen Weaver of how the de-
velopment of Alzheimer’s disease may 
progressively result in changes in reli-
gious behaviour and beliefs. (Weaver, G. 
‘Embodied Spirituality: Experiences of 
Identity and Spiritual Suffering among 
Persons with Alzheimer’s Dementia’ 77-
101 in Jeeves, M. (ed.) From Cells to Souls 
- and Beyond , Eerdmans (2004).

It is difficult to overstate the timeliness 
and importance of this book, however, 
if there is a second edition it would be 
even more useful if the editors wrote a 
concluding  ‘Overview’ chapter pulling 
together its main findings in language 
accessible not only to neuroscientists but 
also to pastors and a general Christian 
readership .

Professor Emeritus Malcolm Jeeves, 
C.B.E., F.Med.Sci., F.R.S.E.,P.P.R.S.E., 
School of Psychology and Neurosci-
ence, St Andrews University, author 
of Minds, Brains, Souls and Gods IVP 
2004.

David Hutchings and David 
Wilkinson
God, Stephen Hawking and the 
Multiverse: What Hawking Said and Why 
it Matters
London: SPCK, 2020. 210pp. pb. £9.99. 
ISBN 978-0-281-08191-2

Ask anyone to name a scientist and the 
chances, if it’s not Einstein, it will be 
Stephen Hawking (1942-2018). His book 

A Brief History of Time (1988) has sold 
over twenty million copies. Hawking is 
famous not only for being a scientist but 
also for numerous TV appearances, not 
least several times on the US cartoon 
series The Simpsons, and his life has 
been the subject of a film, The Theory 
of Everything starring Eddie Redmayne. 
Hawking’s fame stretches well beyond 
the realm of his scientific achievements. 
And this is the problem. His thoughts and 
writings beyond his science have given to 
them an authority beyond which that can 
carry - an appeal to improper authority. 
Someone being an expert at X doesn’t 
mean that they have the same authority 
when they discuss Y.

It is fitting then that Hutchings and 
Wilkinson have Hawking and his work 
as the topic of this book. Hutchings is 
a fellow of the Institute of Physics and 
Wilkinson the principal of St John’s, 
Durham. Wilkinson has previously writ-
ten on Hawking in God the Big Bang and 
Hawking (1993). Both authors are thus 
ably qualified for the task. They suggest 
that in part Hawking’s success is that he 
examines ‘big questions’. This book thus 
attempts to examine these questions and 
the answers Hawking provides. To do so 
they first examine some of the founda-
tions of physics.

The book simplifies several key phys-
ics ideas without being simplistic. No 
mean feat in itself. It is well written, ac-
cessible, highly readable and has some 
nice touches of humour. The vignettes 
that begin most chapters provide inter-
esting and enigmatic openings – be it 
Arthur C. Clarke’s Shangri-la, the 1908 
meteor strike in Russia, the canoeist John 
Darwin’s disappearance, or ‘Pudge’ the 
World’s strongest man – each time they 
weave them into the physics in one way 
or another.

The book begins with a brief history 
of gravity – from Aristotle to Einstein 
via Newton and Faraday. It moves on 
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to discuss wave-particle duality, and 
Feynman’s sum over histories, general 
relativity, quantum mechanics, quantum 
cosmology more. This sets the scene 
for Hawking’s work – not least his rec-
onciliation of quantum mechanics and 
general relativity in black holes, Hawking 
radiation, his no-boundary proposal (as 
his explanation of where we have come 
from), selection (his answer for why are 
we here) and his belief in a multiverse (as 
an attempt to dispense with God).

God, Stephen Hawking and the Mul-
tiverse deals in detail with Hawking’s 
scientific theories but only briefly with 
some of the philosophical ideas behind 
his work – but sadly the authors do not 
dig deep enough. For example, they fail to 
identify the shaky foundations of Hawk-
ing’s rationalism and show how and why 
this is incompatible with a biblical view, 
and their discussion of realism/anti-re-
alism needs to be more nuanced. Though 
they do note that Hawking’s dismissal of 
philosophy is a philosophical view and 
therefore incoherent.

Hawking is scientifically sophisticated 
but philosophically unsophisticated – 
this is not fully teased out in this book. 
It is a book written by scientists about a 
scientist for scientists and on this level, it 
works extremely well. But had a philoso-
pher been involved with the project one 
suspects it would have offered perhaps 
a more insightful critique? Christians, 
interested in a fully developed Christian 
critique of Hawking, might need to look 
elsewhere – this perhaps a slightly unfair 
criticism as I suspect this is not what the 
book aims to do.

The authors are subtle in the way they 
attempt to show how some of Hawking’s 
ideas are incompatible with the Christian 
faith and how his rejection of a God is 
based on ‘pseudo-theological thinking’. 
Hawking’s view of God is more like the 
deism of the Enlightenment than the God 
of the Bible. Hawking’s alternative to a 

creator God is a multiverse. A view for 
which there is no empirical evidence and, 
as Hutchings and Wilkinson point out, is 
untestable.

The authors maintain that this ‘is a 
book that can be read by people who 
have no idea what the multiverse is, what 
quantum gravity means or how time 
could possibly be imaginary’(11). In that, 
they have succeeded. The book would be 
ideal for those interested in the physics 
behind the work of Hawking. It is written 
by Christians in such a way as to make it 
suitable for non-Christians.

Dr Steve Bishop is co-editor of On 
Kuyper (Dordt Press, 2013); he has de-
grees in physics with maths, theology 
and philosophy.

Elaine H. Ecklund, David R. 
Johnson, Brandon Vaidyanathan, 
Kirstin R. W. Matthews, Steven W. 
Lewis, Robert A. Thomson Jr., and 
Di Di
Secularity and Science: What Scientists 
Around the World Really Think about 
Religion
New York: Oxford University Press, 2019. 
352 pp. hb. £19.99 ISBN: 9780190926755

Over the past decade, the study of science 
and religion from a sociological perspec-
tive has accelerated. Such studies exam-
ine the experiences and views of people 
who are religious, people who are scien-
tists, or people who are both – as well as 
perceptions among wider publics who 
may be neither religious nor scientists. 
Elaine Ecklund has been at the forefront 
of the sociological study of science and 
religion, and in 2010 published a book 
Science vs Religion: What Scientists Really 
Think based on interviews and surveys 
with US scientists. That was an ambitious 
project; but her more recent project is 
truly astounding in its scale and breadth, 
moving beyond the US to study and com-
pare scientists in an additional seven 
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countries or regions. The results from 
that eight-year long project are the basis 
for this book. A comparative study of this 
nature is a very welcome contribution to 
the field, recognising as it does that most 
of the sociological work to date has been 
conducted in the US (and to a lesser ex-
tent in the UK). This has meant that wide-
spread views of science and religion have 
been informed almost entirely by the 
relations between science and particular 
forms of Protestantism. 

The authors entered into the study 
interested in how science relates to re-
ligious change and secularisation, and 
wondering whether and how scientists 
outside the US differed in their views of 
religion and the relationship between 
religion and science. They chose to 
study scientists across a great variety of 
different national contexts, namely the 
US, the UK, France, Italy, Turkey, India, 
Hong Kong and Taiwan, allowing them 
to study science-religion interactions in 
regions with different religious tradi-
tions, different levels of secularity, differ-
ent science infrastructures and different 
church-state arrangements. In total, they 
surveyed more than 20,000 scientists 
working in either biology and physics 
and compared these results to the gen-
eral population in each region. They also 
conducted in-depth interviews with over 
600 scientists. 

The book examines each country or re-
gion in turn, and each chapter can easily 
be read as a stand-alone piece. However, 
the richer comparative picture is only 
gained by starting at the beginning, in 
the US, and then working through each 
chapter in order. The top-line finding 
is that once we move beyond the West 
there is, broadly speaking, far less per-
ception of conflict between science and 
religion; although even in Italy markedly 
fewer scientists see a conflict compared 
to those located in the UK – where the 
highest proportion of scientists see a 
conflict – or the US or France. Scientists 

around the world are more religious 
than many might expect, with the great 
majority viewing science and religion as 
independent of each other, referring to 
different aspects of reality. 

The book does not assume any spe-
cialist knowledge and is very accessibly 
written, with helpful summaries offered 
throughout. This style coupled with an 
impressive amount of rigorously-collect-
ed data means it should appeal to a very 
wide range of audiences. The authors do 
an excellent job of describing the broad 
contours of science and religion in each 
region they study; however, they choose 
not to delve deep into sociological theory 
meaning there is relatively little in the 
way of interpretation. The book offers 
valuable comparisons between countries 
and also makes some interesting points 
related to the migration of religious sci-
entists to more secular contexts; how-
ever the authors do not really explore 
transnational religious connections in 
any detail and how these too may affect 
local and global relationships between 
science and religion. Like any good piece 
of research, it raises more questions than 
it answers and will therefore provide an 
excellent platform on which other stud-
ies can build for many years to come.

Overall, the sociological and more 
international approach taken by the 
authors convincingly demonstrates that 
there is no definitive relationship be-
tween science and religion; rather there 
are multiple relationships defined by the 
interplay of numerous social and political 
factors that vary across time and place.

Dr Amy Unsworth is a Research Fel-
low in the Department of Science and 
Technology Studies at University Col-
lege London (UCL). She studies public 
understandings of science in relation 
to religion and non-religion. 
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Benjamin D. Smith Jr.
Genesis, Science and the Beginning.  
Evaluating Interpretations of Genesis 
One on the Age of the Earth.
Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 2018.  295 
pp.  Pb. £12-£18.  ISBN: 978-1-5326-4331-
6.

The main goal of this book is to recon-
cile a literal reading of the first chapters 
of Genesis with the findings of modern 
science, in particular astronomy and 
geology. The main focus is on the mean-
ing of the days in Genesis 1 and Smith 
discusses the Young Earth View (recent 
creationism) along with nine old-Earth 
creationist views. The book is the result 
of a personal journey of the author from 
being a convinced recent creationist to 
his acceptance of old-Earth creationism. 
In chapter 8 Smith gives an overview of 
the main reasons that led him to this ac-
ceptance.  

Smith holds the position (57) that the 
best apologetic for reconciling science 
and Genesis is to combine the old-Earth 
progressive creationist position, pro-
moted by Reasons To Believe (Hugh Ross) 
and the Discovery Institute, with the 
Prophetic Days View interpretation of 
Genesis. This view was first proposed by 
Alan Hayward as ‘the Days of Divine Fiat’ 
in his book Creation and Evolution. In tak-
ing this position, Smith dismisses theistic 
evolution as being incompatible with a 
literal reading of Scripture (147), but this 
does not feature much in the discussions 
in this book. 

The first four chapters of the book pre-
sent a detailed discussion and defence 
of the Prophetic Days. Objections to the 
Prophetic Days View are discussed in 
chapter 5, and here the discussion fo-
cuses mainly on objections raised by the 
Young Earth View. Key insights that are 
well argued by Smith are: the heavens 
and the Earth were created before the six 
Days, the Bible does not tell us how long 
the beginning (Gen. 1:1) was before the 

seven days began, and the Bible does not 
give us a method to estimate the age of 
the Earth.

Chapter 6 is a very relevant chapter. 
It discusses death before the Fall, which 
is the biggest objection raised by recent 
creationists to the old-Earth creationist 
views. In this chapter Smith provides 
good arguments against the nine posi-
tions (94-95) that are traditionally taken 
by proponents of the Young Earth View. 
Later in the chapter (117-123) the dis-
cussion focuses on natural evil. This re-
view lacks the space to go into adequate 
detail, but here a more careful and de-
tailed discussion is needed, especially in 
the light of the current pandemic.

Chapters 7 and 9 evaluate the Pro-
phetic Days View against eight other 
old-Earth creationist views, including the 
Day-Age View (advocated by Hugh Ross), 
the Intermittent-Days View (advocated 
by John Lennox), and the Cosmic Temple 
View (originated by John Walton). In his 
evaluation of the different views, Smith 
adopts the standpoints that the days in 
Genesis are literal and successive twenty-
four hour days on Earth, and that the Bi-
ble is both theologically and scientifically 
inerrant. For Smith the latter implies that 
‘the Bible offers us information testable 
by modern science that ancient people 
had no way of verifying …’ (190).  Smith’s 
use of the labels concordist for those who 
accept these standpoints and accommo-
dationist for those that do not (128, 187-
188) is unhelpful, and makes his book 
in places read more like a propaganda 
pamphlet rather than a work of serious 
scholarship.  Smith sees accommodation-
ism as a ‘monstrous precipice’(128) and 
a ‘malignant tumor’ (188), and states that 
‘Accommodationists and skeptics claim 
scientific errors exist in the Bible.’ (194).  

Smith’s aversion to accommodationism 
becomes apparent in his evaluation of 
John Walton’s Cosmic Temple View (182-
186). One of Walton’s propositions is that 
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Genesis 1 is an account of functional ori-
gins, not material origins, but that does 
not imply that God is not responsible for 
material origins. Smith clearly believes 
that Genesis 1 teaches both material 
and functional origins, but then seems 
to confuse the issue by considering the 
rearrangement of existing materials as 
material origin also (184-185). Walton’s 
claim that Genesis should not be read as 
a scientific textbook is not the same as 
implying that the Bible is scientifically 
incorrect, naive or inaccurate (127-128, 
189). Stating that Genesis is written as 
ancient cosmology is not the same as 
claiming that the Bible makes scien-
tifically flawed statements in the light of 
modern cosmology (189). The Cosmic 
Temple View deserves a far more sympa-
thetic evaluation than Smith provides.

At the beginning of chapter 10, Smith 
introduces the concept of biblical scien-
tific inerrancy. God’s Word may be iner-
rant, but human reading and interpreta-
tion of it is not. Every person who claims 
biblical inerrancy effectively states ‘my 
interpretation of Scripture is the only 
correct one, and everyone else’s inter-
pretation is wrong’. Smith is no different. 
He invokes biblical scientific inerrancy to 
state that the Days in Genesis can only be 
literal and successive twenty-four hour 
days on Earth, even though Genesis 1 pre-
sents the appearances of new things in 
topical order (9, 176). On page 171 Smith 
states that ‘the Genesis 1 account is not 
in modern scientific chronological order’, 
whereas on page 147 he insists that ‘The 
Days of Genesis are normal Earth days 
and a real week on Earth’. Smith cannot 
have it both ways: either he reads Genesis 
1 entirely as scientifically inerrant, or he 
should be more accepting of views that 
do not take the Days as literal and succes-
sive twenty-four hour days on Earth. In-
terestingly, if the Days are chronological 
but are presented in topical order in Gen-
esis 1, then Smith’s argument 2 against 
the Day-Age View (178) and argument 2 

against the Intermittent Days View (180) 
are both rendered invalid.  

In summary, Smith’s book provides an 
excellent refutation of the Young Earth 
View, and a good defence of the Pro-
phetic Days View. But Smith’s insistence 
on biblical scientific inerrancy leads to 
distinctly biased evaluations of some of 
the other old-Earth views, in particular 
Walton’s Cosmic Temple View. The very 
difficult issue of the existence of evil in 
nature needs a much more careful evalu-
ation, in which biological evolution has to 
be taken into account.

Peter J. M. van der Burgt is associ-
ate professor in the Department of 
Experimental Physics at the National 
University of Ireland Maynooth.

Christian List
Why Free Will Is Real
Cambridge, Mass & London, England, 
2019.215 pp. pb. £17.95. ISBN 978-
0674979581

In a world subject to physical laws, a 
world in which all events have a prior 
cause, are we able to decide freely on our 
actions, or does what we do follow inexo-
rably from the physical processes leading 
up to the decision? Do we, in other words, 
have Free Will or are we predestined to 
do what the laws of physics ordain? This 
question has exercised philosophers and 
scientists for millennia; it is the question 
List wishes us to believe he has answered. 

This is not just of academic interest; 
whether or not we have free will has 
ramifications for philosophy, ethics and 
our view of ourselves and the world. Our 
system of law presupposes that people 
have free will and are therefore to be held 
responsible for their actions. As List says 
(19) ‘One can hardly imagine how moral-
ity and the law would have to change if 
free will was found to be an illusion’.

List’s approach is first to define what 
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properties an agent must have in order 
to exhibit free will. If you decide, for ex-
ample, to move your finger and you do 
so, were you exercising your free will? 
‘Common sense suggests you were’ he 
says (16). Firstly, you intended to per-
form the movement; secondly, you could 
have chosen a different movement, or no 
movement at all; and thirdly, what you 
did was under your control. These three 
statements express the necessary and 
sufficient characteristics for an action to 
be the result of an agent’s free will.

This prompts three main challenges: 
The challenge from radical materialism 
(there is no such thing as intentional 
agency, and a completed neuroscience 
will eventually dispense with the need 
for such outdated folk psychology); the 
challenge from determinism (if the world 
is deterministic there are no alternative 
possibilities); and the challenge from epi-
phenomenalism (the agent’s actions are, 
at most, by-products of the underlying 
physical causes).

List expresses each of these challenges 
in the form of a syllogism, two premises 
and a conclusion, the conclusion in each 
case being that that there is no free will. 
The arguments are valid, in that the con-
clusion follows from the premises, so, to 
deny the conclusion, List must prove at 
least one of the premises false in each 
case. His ensuing discussion is carefully 
and meticulously crafted in a way that 
the writers of much popular science or 
philosophy would do well to emulate. His 
overall conclusion is that the three chal-
lenges have one faulty feature in com-
mon: they are looking for free will and its 
prerequisites at the level of the physical 
system to which the human organism be-
longs. However, in each case ‘the relevant 
property – intentional agency, alternative 
possibilities, or mental causation – is 
nowhere to be found at that level’. Rather, 
these are ‘higher-level phenomena, 
which emerge from physical processes 

but cannot be captured in physical terms 
alone’(150).

For example, in defending intentional 
agency, he asks how, without ascribing 
intentional agency to the actors involved, 
one could answer such questions as why 
the price for goods depends on supply 
and demand, or why people turn out to 
vote. The answers to questions such as 
these, he says, are not to be found at the 
level of particle physics, or even cell bi-
ology or neuroscience, but at the higher 
level of the human and social sciences, 
and necessarily with the assumption of 
intentional agency.

This is all very thorough and I want 
to be convinced that List’s arguments 
are conclusive. I certainly feel as though 
‘I’ am deciding to lift my finger when I 
decide to lift my finger. I find it hard to 
believe that my action is the product of all 
the law-driven physical events in the uni-
verse since the big bang. So why do I feel 
uneasy about accepting his conclusions? 

I think my problem is this: in many 
of his arguments to counter the three 
challenges, he doesn’t seem to success-
fully demolish the objection in principle, 
even though he may be right in practice 
with the current state of knowledge. I 
will give two examples: In the case of 
the questions above which he says are 
unanswerable in terms of fundamental 
science, he is right when he says that by 
adopting hypotheses about psychological 
states etc ‘you have a perfectly workable 
strategy... for explaining the phenomena 
in question’(63). True, but I don’t see an 
argument to reject the possibility of a 
completed neuroscience providing the 
explanation instead.

Similarly, in his defence of alternative 
possibilities, he supposes that a particu-
lar higher-level psychological state might 
be realisable from multiple physical con-
figurations, and that lower-level deter-
minism is compatible with higher-level 
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indeterminism. Again, he may be right, 
but the argument as written doesn’t quite 
convince (me).

I hope and believe that List’s conclu-
sion is correct, and free will is real; the 
alternative is too awful to contemplate. 
This book is a massive contribution to the 
debate but doesn’t quite settle it for me. 
In the end I believe that our current state 
of knowledge is, and may always be, inad-
equate to settle this question: I doubt we 
will find the answer this side of the grave. 

Rob Heather is a retired naval archi-
tect. He also has a BSc in mathematics 
and an MA in philosophy.

James C. Ungureanu
Science, Religions and the Protestant 
Tradition: Retracing the Origins of 
Conflict
Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
2019. 358 pp. hb £39.00 ISBN: 0-8229-
4581-9

The names John William Draper and An-
drew Dickson White will be very familiar 
to readers of this journal. Indeed, they 
are almost synonymous with it. The first 
article in the first issue, in April 1989, 
was about ‘The Conflict Metaphor and its 
Social Origin’, and featured both in some 
detail. The conflict narrative has been 
frequently discussed in subsequent is-
sues. You might even say that the entire 
raison d’être of the journal has been to 
show how their idea that science and 
religion are, and have always been, at 
‘war’ is inaccurate to the point of being 
straightforwardly mythical.

That being so, we must be careful not 
to make myths about myths. Few have 
actually read their histories, in particu-
lar White’s massive tome, and although 
many have pointed out the subtleties in 
their narratives – that Draper was really 
focused on Catholicism rather than Chris-
tianity, that White was concerned with 

‘theology’ rather than religion – there is 
still an assumption that both figures were 
fundamentally anti-religious, setting out 
to destroy Christianity with a battery of 
scientific weapons. 

And yet, as James Ungureanu argues in 
this subtle and forensic book, this is itself 
a bit of a myth. Both men were, in theory 
at least, trying to achieve something 
very different. Indeed, both would (and 
did) claim that they were setting out to 
save religion with science, rather than to 
destroy it. It is the ‘most mistaken of all 
mistaken ideas’, White wrote, that ‘reli-
gion and science are enemies’ (71).

On the surface, this will sound like a 
rather improbable claim. Both books 
deploy military terminology as their 
controlling metaphor. Both authors are 
selective, partial and relentlessly critical 
of the way in which the Bible and Church 
allegedly retarded and even stopped 
scientific progress. In spite of the work 
of pioneers like Robert Merton, it was a 
century before the scholarly consensus 
began to emerge from this shadow. 

Yet Ungureanu’s persuasive argument 
is that both Draper and White were writ-
ing within a tradition of late nineteenth 
century liberal Protestantism that pur-
sued a ‘new Reformation’ which, like the 
first one, would free Christianity of its 
irrational and untenable accretions, and 
release it afresh to face the future. Sci-
ence, for them and many others, was the 
primary means of achieving this.

Draper, Ungureanu argues, was a 
‘somewhat belated’ heir to the ‘reason-
able’ Christianity of the eighteenth cen-
tury. (25) His scientific training fixed him 
on the lawfulness and developmental 
nature of creation and he brought this 
to bear on his historical writing. Intel-
lectual history was undoubtedly a story 
of conflict but it was less between sci-
ence and religion per se than ‘between 
divergent worldviews, between certain 
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epistemological assumptions implicit in 
a progressive liberal Christianity and a 
more traditional conservative Christian-
ity’(65). Science would enable modern, 
liberal Protestantism to take the next 
step in its evolution.

White differed from Draper in a num-
ber of ways, not least finding the core of 
religion not in the rational theology of 
the Enlightenment but in the ‘moral con-
science, intuition and sentiment’ (71) of 
Romantic and Idealist thought. However, 
he shared Draper’s antipathy to theo-
logical obscurantism and ecclesiastical 
authoritarianism. Theological orthodoxy 
and dogmatism were the true enemy, and 
not just of science. They were the enemy 
of true religion, which was, by his reckon-
ing, the ‘recognition of “a Power in the 
universe…which makes for righteous-
ness”’(72). In other words, science would 
end up saving religion from itself.

Draper and White’s ambition to rec-
oncile ‘true religion’ with science was 
shared by Edward Youmans, the suc-
cessful science populariser who brought 
their ideas, and those of other eminent 
scientific naturalists like Herbert Spen-
cer, Thomas Huxley and John Tyndall to a 
wide public. That such well-known ‘anti-
religious’ figures should also qualify as 
reconcilers will, again, surprise readers, 
but Ungureanu does a good job in show-
ing how these thinkers believed that, in 
Huxley’s words, ‘true science and true 
religion are twin sisters’(191).

He is similarly good at pointing out 
how these ideas were variously received 
– and therein lies the rub. Liberal Protes-
tants sometimes queried but broadly ap-
plauded their efforts as part of the great 
progressive undertaking of the nine-
teenth century. Conservative religious 
scholars and churchmen were rather less 
impressed, criticising Draper and White 
for retaining only the shell of religion, a 
mere ‘verbal concession’ that bore little 
resemblance to ‘real’ Christianity. ‘There 

is no body or community of Christians on 
the face of the earth that would accept 
your definition of the Christian religion,’ 
one critic wrote to White.

Most importantly, in the long run, un-
believers were also critical, arguing that 
the authors were fundamentally dishon-
est, advocating a ‘deracinated religion… 
[that] is nothing but mere wish fulfilment’ 
(233), and that they lacked the courage 
to come out as freethinkers or infidels. 
Eventually, it was the unbelievers who 
won. Secular humanists used Draper and 
White’s work to justify a straightforward-
ly anti-religious message in the twentieth 
century and George Sarton, the father of 
the history of science, further cemented 
this reputation through the rigidly posi-
tivist approach to adopted for the new 
discipline. Draper and White became the 
fons et origo of anti-religious scientific 
thinking.

Ungureanu wants to defend Draper and 
White from this (mis)use, and he puts 
forward a convincing case, managing to 
exculpate them from the charge of anti-
religiosity and place them where they 
belong in the historiographic tradition. 
But the reader is nonetheless left with a 
lingering suspicion that this may be a dis-
tinction without a difference. When you 
read the kind of religion that Draper and 
White were seeking to preserve and pro-
tect through their deployment of the his-
tory of science, you can’t help but think 
that both the conservatives and the unbe-
lievers were right in their criticism – that 
Draper and White were merely window 
dressing in the language of an age that 
could not abandon ‘religion’ despite in-
creasingly finding it incredible, and that 
they would have been more honest to go 
further and jettison ‘religion’. 

Ungureanu’s book is well written, an 
impressive piece of scholarship and will 
be essential reading for anyone who 
wants to understand the origins of the 
conflict narrative. He makes a powerful 



Book Reviews

Science & Christian Belief, Vol 33, No. 1 • 45

case that neither Draper nor White ‘in-
tended their historical narratives to be 
used for antireligious purposes’(256). 
But that doesn’t quite rescue them, at 
least for this reader, from the opprobrium 
into which they have fallen. Ultimately, 
intentions are not enough. 

Nick Spencer is Senior Fellow at Theos 
and presenter of Radio 4’s The Secret 
History of Science and Religion.

Jeremy Williams
Time to Act: A Resource Book by the 
Christians in Extinction Rebellion
SPCK, 2020. 320 pp. pb. £9.99. ISBN-13: 
978-0281084463

While the world has turned its attention 
to combating the Covid-19 virus, the twin 
crises of climate change and ecological 
disaster have not gone away. One group 
set on reminding us of this fact is Extinc-
tion Rebellion (XR), who in September 
2020 returned to the headlines, with 
rebels occupying and disrupting city 
centres, blocking the printing presses of 
Murdoch-owned newspapers and as has 
become the custom, being arrested in 
their hundreds.

Time to Act is a collection of essays writ-
ten by members of Christian Climate Ac-
tion, a group pre-dating XR, now making 
up XR’s Christian contingent. Composed 
of thirty-nine short (typically 6-8 page) 
essays, the book offers an inspiring chal-
lenge to take action in the fight against 
one of the great problems of our time. 
These essays are split into three main 
sections under the headings of ‘Head’, 
‘Heart’ and ‘Hands’, which respectively 
consider theological and ethical reflec-
tions on civil disobedience, the emotional 
experience of the climate emergency and 
practical aspects of engagement in non-
violent direct action.

Beginning with the ‘Head’, a number of 
chapters expound the strategy and ethics 

of protests, including an excellent chap-
ter on the ethics of civil disobedience and 
a fascinating reflection on Martin Luther 
King’s thinking during the American civil 
rights protests. This section also features 
a timely piece addressing the intersection 
of climate activism with efforts to combat 
racism and social injustice, and another 
on how the perspectives of indigenous 
peoples can inform the conversation 
around climate change activism. 	 D i s -
appointingly, I felt that the biblical case 
for civil disobedience was less effectively 
made. This may be a function of the short 
chapter format as it often appeared that 
there was insufficient space for the full 
development of an argument.

However, where Time to Act is particu-
larly powerful is in providing a rebel’s-
eye view of the action, with many chap-
ters in the ‘Heart’ section detailing the 
direct experience of those involved in the 
October 2019 London protests, includ-
ing a number who were arrested. These 
individuals are diverse, from leaders in 
various Christian denominations and 
other faiths to academics, parents (and 
grandparents), musicians and others, of-
fering a variety of perspectives on their 
experience. I found their self-sacrifice, 
courage and motivation for action to be 
both inspiring and challenging. Frequent-
ly, contributors were ordinary people 
who cared deeply about other people and 
the environment and were desperately 
seeking an end to humanity’s wanton 
planetary destruction. 

Continuing with the ‘Heart’, my per-
sonal highlight is found in this section, in 
which Bill McKibben (yes, that Bill McKib-
ben!) considers how the book of Job chal-
lenges our notions of anthropocentrism 
and calls us to humility before the God 
of nature. However, this chapter aside, 
no theology of creation is developed nor 
are the problems of climate change and 
the ecological crisis formulated. This 
is perhaps understandable given space 



46 • Science & Christian Belief, Vol 33, No. 1

Book Reviews

constraints and the fact that ample litera-
ture exists on these topics. However, the 
absence of such a grounding means that 
the book could appear less accessible to 
those who are not well versed on these 
issues. 

Furthermore, the somewhat apoca-
lyptic rhetoric espoused by some con-
tributors, including a chapter entitled 
‘Apocalypse now – Revelation for a cli-
mate crisis’, is biblically unwarranted and 
scientifically misleading and is likely to 
put some people off the movement. This 
is not to say that climate change is not an 
extremely serious and urgent issue; ris-
ing sea levels and the enhanced risk of 
extreme weather already pose a hazard 
to many millions of people worldwide 
and these risks will continue to worsen 
without concerted efforts to reduce net 
greenhouse gas emissions to zero. It is not 
clear, however, that narratives of doom 
are an effective way of motivating people 
to action and to quote a recent Guardian 
article, ‘the apocalypse is a needlessly 
high bar for action’ (6th August, Guardian.
com: ‘In tackling the global climate crisis, 
doom and optimism are both dangerous 
traps’).

The final chapters comprising the 
‘Hands’ section are intensely practical, 
presenting suggestions for how churches 
can support activists, discussing the is-
sue of arrest (and detailing other options 
if you don’t fancy being held at Her Maj-
esty’s pleasure) and even offering sug-
gestions of songs or liturgies for use at 
protests. Similar to the ‘Heart’, this allows 
a glimpse into the activist experience for 
those who are concerned by the damage 
to our environment, but who haven’t 
taken the plunge into full-blown activism. 

To summarise, Time to Act is a call to 
action for Christians who care about 
anthropogenic climate change. Its use of 
short essays makes it engaging, if occa-
sionally lacking in depth, but its strength 
is the personal feel achieved through a 

breadth of contributors sharing their 
own, unique activist stories. There are 
also interesting reflections on the jus-
tification for protests and other issues 
relating to climate activism. On the other 
hand, much of the book is not directed 
at those with little knowledge of climate 
change or Christian responses to it as 
this context is not provided. Time to Act 
is well worth reading and will present a 
challenge to anyone who understands 
the seriousness of the climate emergency. 

Matt Patterson is a post-doctoral re-
search assistant in climate science at 
the University of Oxford. 

Sandra L. Richter
Stewards of Eden: What Scripture Says 
About the Environment and Why It 
Matters
Illinois, United States: InterVarsity Press, 
2020. 165 pp. pb. £9.60. ISBN 978-0-8308-
4926-0

Stewards of Eden is an impassioned, in-
formed and Scripture-based addition to 
the burgeoning literature on Christian 
environmental ethics, depicting the im-
portance of environmentalism in light of 
the overarching redemption of creation. 
The product of a self-proclaimed ‘pas-
sion for God’s good creation and for good 
theology’, Sandra Richter draws on her 
expertise as an Old Testament scholar 
and expert in ancient Israelite society to 
argue that creation care cuts to the very 
heart of the Christian faith. 

Richter’s inspiration for this book is 
drawn from working with theology stu-
dents at Wheaton College, Illinois. She 
expresses dismay at discovering her 
students could not link an enjoyment of 
nature with their Christian identity. This 
certainly chimes with the wider church’s 
general apathy, or even hostility, towards 
environmental issues, particularly in 
more conservative evangelical circles. 
Richter mourns how environmentalism 
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is often partnered with other seemingly 
‘socially liberal’ views such as pro-gay 
marriage or pro-choice; she argues that 
her students suffer from a ‘guilt by asso-
ciation’ if they express sympathy towards 
the environment in their largely Repub-
lican communities. Stewards of Eden 
is also responding to the view that the 
created order is only bound for destruc-
tion; therefore, it is ours to exploit as we 
please. Being personally familiar with 
these issues surrounding creation care in 
the church, I was intrigued to read on and 
discover how Richter addressed each of 
them. 

Each chapter in Stewards of Eden ad-
dresses a particular environmental is-
sue and asks, ‘What does the Bible say?’ 
before applying a modern-day case study. 
Richter draws heavily on Old Testament 
Scripture and customs in ancient Isra-
elite society. In chapters two and three, 
Deuteronomic and Levitical rules are 
used to unpack an Israelite’s understand-
ing of agriculture and livestock rearing in 
the context of fear of the Lord. Israelites 
would not have perceived God’s order to 
have dominion over creation (Gen. 1:26) 
as an opportunity to squander and plun-
der. The tithing system meant ancient 
Israelites acknowledged the position of 
Israel as tenants of God’s creation, whilst 
also addressing the needs of the land-
less in Israelite society (Deut. 14:22-23, 
15:19 – 20, 18: 3-5). Sustainable agri-
cultural practices, such as crop rotation, 
were practised as God commanded and 
Israelites were instructed to include 
beasts of burden in the Sabbath. As I read, 
I reflected on the stark contrast to the 
monocultures growing in vast swathes 
across England’s ‘green and pleasant 
land’ today. Richter’s account of the treat-
ment of livestock in modern America 
is particularly horrifying and made me 
thankful for the greater concern for ani-
mal welfare in the European Union (may 
that continue post-Brexit!). 

To my delight, Richter includes a chap-
ter on wild animals. I have often had con-
versations with my Christian brothers 
and sisters who perceive wild animals as 
‘savage’; a consequence of a ‘fallen’ crea-
tion. As well as drawing on the beautiful 
imagery of Psalm 104 to confirm God’s 
delight and provision for his wild crea-
tures, Richter passionately argues that 
ancient Israelites were called to have re-
spect for wild animals, drawing on a curi-
ous law in Deuteronomy 22: 6-7. Whilst I 
appreciated the inclusion of this chapter, 
Richter focused on what are known in 
conservation as ‘flagship species’; those 
animals that are cute and cuddly and 
raise money and awareness for conser-
vation. Whilst this is, in essence, a good 
thing, I would have preferred greater 
acknowledgement of the creatures that 
most people (myself excluded) find less 
attractive and yet human civilisation de-
pends on, such as insects, plants, fungi 
and bacteria.  

For the environmentally sceptical 
Christian, Richter’s most persuasive 
chapters are towards the end of the 
book. Her treatise on social justice draws 
strongly on the book of Ruth, highlighting 
Boaz as an example of an Israelite who 
risked his own credibility to protect two 
women who would have otherwise had 
little protection in Israelite society. Rich-
ter is dismayed that the modern church 
has failed to recognise the effects of envi-
ronmental degradation on the marginal-
ised; I am inclined to agree with her. 

In the final chapter, Richter moves from 
the Old to New Testament to argue for the 
restoration of our current physical world. 
Whilst I agree with Richter that Scripture 
uses apocalyptic language to symbolise 
the judgement of the world at the end of 
days (rather than the actual destruction 
of the physical creation), I was unsure 
about Richter’s positions on what she de-
scribed as the ‘fallenness’ of the current 
creation. Given what she had written in 
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previous chapters about the goodness of 
creation, particularly wild animals, I felt 
it did not quite follow to suggest that our 
current creation has been subjected to a 
cosmic fall. 

Stewards of Eden may be short in length 
but not in detail; this is an ideal book 
for someone who takes their Scripture 
seriously but remains unconvinced that 
a Christian should engage with environ-
mentalism. Richter writes to the conserv-
ative evangelical Christians of America’s 
mid-west and cannot be faulted for her 
careful and compassionate treatment of 
Scripture in this context. I found her the-
ological exegesis enlightening, particu-
larly her clear and careful treatment of 
customs in ancient Israelite society, and 
the humbling lessons that the Christian 
church can learn from them today. 

Abigail Patterson is a former student 
and researcher of ecology and conser-
vation at the University of Oxford, a 
former Development Officer for Chris-
tians in Science and now a teacher of 
Biological Sciences. 

Allan Chapman
Caves, Coprolites and Catastrophes : The 
Story of Pioneering Geologist and Fossil-
Hunter William Buckland
London: SPCK, 2020.  256 pp.  ISBN 978-0-
281-07952-6

This delightful book is hung around the 
unconventional, charming and com-
passionate figure of William Buckland 
(1784–1856). He was a central figure in 
the heroic age of Geology during the first 
half of the nineteenth century, when the 
study of rocks and fossils came of age. He 
was an ordained Anglican priest, with a 
fascination for the natural world that 
he inherited from his ordained father. 
Through Buckland’s life recounted in 
this entertaining book we also encounter 
all the major thinkers of his time in this 
rapidly developing field. We see their 

intellectual endeavours, occasional blind 
alleys and successful leaps of imagination 
as they sought to understand the rocks 
beneath their feet, and lay the founda-
tions of geological study that persist to 
this day. 

Buckland, like many others of his 
age, was determined to marry his un-
derstanding of Christian theology with 
the newly emerging science of Geology. 
The primacy of observation was key to 
the development of his scientific under-
standing. We see him move away from his 
initial conventional diluvialism, a literal 
understanding that Noah’s flood covered 
the whole earth and accounted for the 
entire sedimentary and fossil record ap-
parent today. In its place he reasoned that 
although successive catastrophic events 
undoubtedly occurred, Noah’s flood was 
just one more regional example of many 
such floods, and that earthquakes, vol-
canic eruptions and ice ages also shaped 
the rock sequence. His careful observa-
tions of fossils and the way that species 
became extinct and were replaced by ap-
parently more advanced forms through-
out earth’s history (though by special 
creation by God rather than by evolution) 
also chimed well with his belief in the 
providence of God’s guiding hand across 
vast eons of geological time – eventually 
culminating in the creation of humans 
in the Garden of Eden. Although always 
respectful of and interested in the views 
of others, Buckland did not embrace the 
newly emerging idea of uniformitarian-
ism expounded by Sir Charles Lyell, the 
suggestion that small changes could have 
transformative power over long periods 
of time. Eventually unformitarianism was 
to become the conventional dogma for 
a century and more. However, the cur-
rent view is that although the processes 
at work today such as the erosion of 
mountains by rivers and glaciers, and the 
deposition of sediments in alluvial plains 
and in the deep ocean are consistent, or 
uniformitarian, throughout history, the 
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actual rock record that is left behind 
is dominated by the rare catastrophic 
events. Landslides, tsunami, earthquakes, 
eruptions and once-in-a-hundred-year 
floods sweep away the slowly accumu-
lated sediments and leave instead a thick 
layer deposited almost instantaneously 
in its place: so both uniformitarianism 
and catastrophism have their parts to 
play in creating the rock sequences we 
see today.

But what comes over most clearly 
about Buckland was his delight in the 
natural creation, and in the guiding hand 
of a beneficient God. His magnum opus 
was one of the eight Bridgewater Trea-
tises: these arose from a bequest by Revd 
Francis Egerton to allow leading men of 
science and the Church to write books 
showing the ‘Power, Wisdom and Good-
ness of God as manifested in the Crea-
tion’. Buckland’s Geology and Mineralogy 
Considered with Reference to Natural The-
ology, published in two large volumes in 
1836, was the most detailed of these. Ac-
companied by over 700 beautiful engrav-
ings of fossils and geological sections, his 
treatise presented a powerful defence 
of how modern geological research was 
consistent with traditional Natural The-
ology, tracing the divine hand through 
‘millions and millions of years’ up to and 
including the present day.

But Buckland wasn’t just an academic 
– he and his wife Mary were deeply con-
cerned with the plight of the poor who 
were all around, a concern that stemmed 
from their deep Christian faith. He used 
his understanding of hydrology to rail 
against the scourge of cholera from pol-
luted water in London, driven not least 
by over 2 million poor people drawing 
their drinking water from the Thames, 
which was little more than an open 
sewer: richer folk used water from wells 
and escaped the disease. In 1849 he 
preached a highly controversial sermon 
in Westminster Abbey, where he was 

Dean, openly attacking ‘the avarice and 
neglect of small landlords and owners of 
filthy, ill-vented habitations in which the 
poorest and most ill-fed and helpless are 
compelled to dwell’ (205). It wasn’t until 
the mid-1860s that iron pipes and a large 
number of artesian wells were to bring in 
clean drinking water to Londoners. 

A fascinating example of the way the 
Bucklands’ combined their Christian 
faith with their scientific knowledge was 
their reforming zeal to help alleviate 
widespread hunger by advocating the 
use of abundant coprolites (fossil dung) 
in rock strata to provide fertiliser for 
crops. Coprolites were scientifically ex-
citing as they provided a snapshot of the 
diet of the great extinct reptiles that pro-
duced them: but they were also rich in 
phosphates, a key component of fertilis-
ers. William and Mary saw coprolites as 
a gift from God, simultaneously enriching 
scientific knowledge, providing landown-
ers with financial rewards by mining and 
selling them, and making the soil more 
fertile.

We are left with a picture of a ‘busy, 
hard-working, socially-reforming and 
deeply Christian household … with an 
ongoing sense of joy’ (97). What an en-
couragement their lives and this book is 
to all those who seek to combine their 
scientific work with their Christian faith.

Robert (Bob) White, FRS is Emeritus 
Professor of Geophysics at Cambridge 
University and an Emeritus Director of 
The Faraday Institute for Science and 
Religion. 

Rebecca S. Watson
Genesis 1 - 11
Abington: Bible Reading Fellowship, 2019. 
95 pp. pb. £5.99. ISBN 9780857467911

The Genesis 1 to 11 Really Useful Guide, 
by Rebecca S. Watson, is a delightful lit-
tle book. It is little; it fits easily into the 
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palm of a hand, back pocket of a pair of 
jeans, or top pocket of a shirt. I read the 
whole book in less than an hour. Yet de-
spite its small size, it is a really charming 
book and I would readily recommend it 
to anyone. 

Each Really Useful Guide focuses on a 
specific biblical book. These small guides, 
are not mean to be commentaries, in-
stead they summarise the important as-
pects of the book in question in a jargon-
free way, to aid reading and application. 
Their goal, as advertised, is to transform 
understanding of the biblical text, to help 
a reader engage with the message of the 
book in new ways today, giving confi-
dence in the Bible and increasing faith in 
God. 

As you will have guessed by the title, 
this particular guide focuses on the first 
eleven chapters of Genesis, one of the 
most discussed and debated parts of the 
Bible. The book is laid out in nine chap-
ters. 

The first six chapters are relatively 
short and briefly discuss: why we should 
read Genesis 1 to 11; what is Genesis 1 
to 11; what does Genesis 1 to 11 say; 
how does Genesis 1 to 11 say it; where 
do these stories come from; and reading 
Genesis 1 to 11 today. In these chapters 
Rebecca keeps coming back to the im-
portance of stories, which often inspire 
us, help us gain a different perspective 
and discover new insights, in a way 
that pure philosophy and science can’t. 
Through a series of stories, Genesis 1 to 
11 explores profound questions about 
God and his commitment to the world. 
Rebecca points out that Genesis 1 to 11 
performs a similar function to Rudyard 
Kipling’s Just so Stories, which provide a 
fun way of explaining why things are the 
way they area. The first eleven chapters 
in Genesis address some of the most 
important questions about life and exist-
ence, through narrative that puts God at 
the centre. 

Chapters 1 to 6 are really an introduc-
tion to Chapter 7, which is the heart of the 
book. Chapter 7 makes up more than half 
of this little book and describes tips for 
reading this part of the Bible. It touches 
on the major stories: Creation; the Gar-
den of Eden; Cain and Abel; the Genealo-
gies and associated stories; the sons of 
God and daughters of men; the flood, sin, 
sacrifice, blessing and covenant; Noah’s 
drunkenness and the cursing of Ham; and 
lastly, the Tower of Babel. Rebecca takes 
the reader through each of these stories 
in turn and points out key themes. These 
themes are only touched on very briefly, 
but are handled in a thought-provoking 
way. Despite the fact that I have read 
these chapters of the Bible hundreds of 
times, on several occasions Rebecca’s 
book pointed out things I hadn’t consid-
ered before. This made me want to pick 
up my Bible straight away and read these 
passages again in a fresh way.

The last two chapters briefly discuss 
Genesis 1 in 11 in relation to the rest of 
the Bible, and list 11 questions for reflec-
tion or discussion. 

There are many things I liked about 
this book. I particularly liked that Re-
becca kept challenging me throughout 
to think about how the key themes in 
this first part of Genesis translate into 
our own context today. For example, she 
invited me (43) to think carefully about 
whether the perpetually busyness of my 
life (and I am sure many of yours) is the 
best model for life, when you contrast it 
with God resting on the seventh day and 
encouraging his creation. I also liked that 
Rebecca encouraged me to momentarily 
step into the shoes of someone else in 
these stories and think, wonder and ask 
questions, even if we don’t always find 
clear-cut answers we can all agree on.

When I first picked up this book, I 
thought initially that it would be geared 
towards new Christians, who were start-
ing to read the Bible for the first time. 
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However, having been a Christian for 
more than thirty-five years, I found the 
book very thoughtful and engaging to 
me personally. It has given me new in-
sights and has encouraged me to read 
and mediate on these passages in fresh 
ways. The small size of the book makes 
it a perfect book to take away on holiday 
and read on a train or plane. It would also 
be a great book to read and discuss in 
groups, for example, as part of a church 
home or connect group. I also think this 
book would be good for non-Christians 
interested in understanding key themes 
in Genesis and the links between science 
and Christianity. 

Dr Ivan Haigh is an Associate Profes-
sor in coastal oceanography at the 
University of Southampton. 

Vinoth Ramachandra 
Sarah’s Laughter – Doubt, Tears, and 
Christian Hope
Langham, 2020, pb, 137pp; ISBN 978-1-
78368-857-9

Reading the title might raise the question 
as to how this book fits into the reviews 
section of a journal of science and Chris-
tian belief. The clue to the title, as the 
author explains (97), comes in Sarah’s 
incredulous laughter as she overhears 
the divine promise to Abraham that she 
will bear a son despite her age (Gen. 
18:12). When Isaac is born she laughs 
again, but this time with joy (Gen. 22:6). 
Hence Sarah’s laughter signifies two dif-
ferent kinds of response – that of doubt 
and that of uncomprehending joy. It is 
the author’s argument that the second 
can ‘only emerge after an honest struggle 
with the first’. 

Written against the backcloth of the 
death from cancer of his own wife Karin, 
this is an honest and well-written collec-
tion of theologically astute insights into 
both human and animal suffering. As the 
author recounts, Karin preached her last 

sermon in their church in Sri Lanka only 
months before her death and shaped it 
round Mary’s question ‘Why me?’ But as 
Karin pointed out, we should be asking 
instead ‘Why not me?’ As the author com-
ments: ‘After all, we live in a messed-up 
world where men, women and children 
die every minute from accident, violence, 
illness, famine or natural disasters. Christ 
never promised us immunity from these’ 
(8). 

In addressing the question ‘Why not 
me?’ the author does take us into a very 
helpful discussion of the so-called ‘natu-
ral evils’ that are very much part of the 
discussion between science and Christian 
belief. But first, in Chapter 1, the author 
reminds the Christian community of the 
need for lament and of the ‘long, rich and 
oft-ignored tradition of lament that runs 
through the Bible’ (8). More than a third 
of the Psalms, the hymnbook of Israel 
and the early church, are categorised as 
psalms of lament (9). 

This then leads on to ‘Job and the 
messiness of theology’ in Chapter 2. The 
author is wary of trite answers in the 
face of profound suffering that tests faith 
and can readily lead to doubts about the 
goodness of God. It is the ‘messiness’ of 
the responses of the book of Job that re-
flect the messiness of real life. Job, says 
the author is ‘not a call to patient endur-
ance. Job is a rebellious believer’ (26). 
From Job we move on to the ‘Tears of 
God’ in Chapter 3, a chapter in which the 
author extensively critiques the idea of 
the impassibility of God, pointing out that 
God suffers ‘with his people, and some of 
the most poignant divine laments in the 
prophetic writings are over those who 
stand outside the covenant’ (50). The 
author draws from a wide spectrum of 
theological commentators in this chapter, 
finding British theologians Paul Fiddes 
and Alan Lewis of particular help on this 
challenging topic.

From there the book shifts gears to 
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engage with science in Chapter 4: ‘God 
and Natural Evil’. Although the phrase 
is frequently used to describe aspects 
of the natural world such as pain, suf-
fering, death and extinction, as well as 
tsunamis and earthquakes, the author is 
highly critical of the use of the ‘natural 
evil’ phrase in this way. Rather, he writes, 
we should see the whole created order 
as fulfilling God’s ‘wise and marvellous 
order’ (Basil of Caesarea), quoting sev-
eral other theologians of an earlier age, 
such as Athanasius and Thomas Aquinas, 
in support. Similarly the author criti-
cises the idea that evolutionary history is 
somehow ‘wasteful’ and is also sceptical 
of the idea that every single living crea-
ture that ever lived should somehow be 
resurrected and have a share in the ‘new 
heavens and new earth’. As the author 
comments in this context: ‘it seems that 
whatever is transient carries no value 
– that value pertains only to that which 
is permanently enduring. I find this a 
strange argument’ (84). Natural disasters 
are also very helpfully discussed in this 
chapter, with a reflection on the econom-
ic poverty ‘combined with corruption 
and incompetence on the part of govern-
ment officials’ (89) that in reality lie at 
the heart of the loss of life and suffering 
that so often arises from such disasters. 

The final Chapter 5 focuses on future 
hope and where that hope really lies for 
the Christian. Again the author is not con-
tent with lightweight or trivial commen-
tary on this question, but instead focuses 
more on ‘hope as struggle’ and hope in 
the midst of grief. What the author will 
never allow us to do is to think that the 
answers are straightforward and simple.

This book draws on a wide range of 
Christian commentators and thinkers, 
and contains many great quotations. It is 
never shallow and challenges us to think 
and pray more on this topic that is so 
central to human experience. The book 
is warmly recommended as providing a 

carefully written and helpful contribu-
tion to a very important topic. 

Denis Alexander is an Emeritus Direc-
tor of The Faraday Institute for Sci-
ence and Religion and former Editor 
of Science and Christian Belief.

Berry Billingsley, Keith Chappell 
and Michael Reiss (eds.)
Science and Religion in Education: 48 
(Contemporary Trends and Issues in 
Science Education)
Springer, 2019, 353pp. hb. £109.99 eb. 
£87.35 ISBN 978-3-030-17234-3

Recent publications in Springer’s ‘Con-
temporary Trends’ series include impor-
tant volumes on objectivity in the history 
of science and its implications for science 
education (2018), teacher education 
for responsible citizenship (2020) and 
theorizing the future of science educa-
tion research (2020). Their vision is for 
‘testing and pushing the prevailing socio-
cultural norms in teaching and learning’ 
to advance science education; therefore 
the inclusion of ‘Science and Religion in 
Education’ in this context is a tribute to 
the teamwork and vision of the editors. 
Billingsley, Chappell and Reiss have fa-
cilitated the development of papers from 
the 2016 ‘Learning About Science And 
Religion’ conference into a landmark con-
tribution to the science and religion field, 
which includes a wide range of papers 
that are ‘topped and tailed’ with con-
sidered editorial narrative which helps 
readers engage with detail and grasp the 
wider implications and possible syner-
gies that result. Alister McGrath remarks 
in his foreword that the whole volume 
offers a transformative framework for 
science and religion to flourish in educa-
tion, and I heartily agree. I hope it finds 
its way on to reading lists for trainees, 
or, given the price, at least reach the at-
tention of teacher trainers who will be 
instructed by model presentations of at 
least three paradigm shifts: understand-
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ing Barbour’s classification of relation-
ships between science and religion as a 
necessary, albeit simplified, starting point 
for understanding their true complexi-
ties; the critical role of interdisciplinary 
approaches when incorporating statisti-
cal methods into classroom research 
programmes, and the need for explicit 
consideration of ethics and values in this 
historically fraught educational context. 
Ofsted have already affirmed a frame-
work for a healthy interdisciplinary rela-
tionship between science and the rest of 
the curriculum. This book now provides 
parts of a toolkit to deliver it – one I might 
wish I had received many years ago! 

    It should not be thought that this 
volume is over rich in theoretical detail 
on Barbour, the power of developing nar-
rative approaches and language analysis, 
yet light on ‘oven ready’ tips for class-
room use. There is some material here 
dealing with delivery of school curricula 
in variants across three continents, but 
readers should remember that many of 
the same authors contributed to the 2018 
‘A Teacher’s Guide to Science and Religion 
in the Classroom’ (eds. Billingsley, Abedin 
and Chappell), reviewed for S&CB by 
Benjamin Hinks in April 2019. This new 
volume therefore completes a comple-
mentary pairing for educators who are 
drawn into the deeper issues and need 
equipping in thinking how to relate faith 
considerations in their staffroom, in aca-
demic discourse, and in multicultural di-
alogue. There is repeated exemplification 
of the role of thorough research basis in 
seeking to develop good practice in this 
field, and the interdisciplinary underpin-
nings must be strong for the research to 
be meaningful. There are many object 
lessons here, provided by practitioners 
with decades of experience in delivering 
classroom teaching and university level 
teacher training, often significantly in-
formed by deep reflection on past experi-
ence of friction in both settings. We are 
grateful for the legacy contributions of 

the leading personalities of S&R studies 
in Christians in Science and elsewhere; I 
detect a step change in the editorial com-
ments in this volume that are combining 
the best of those contributions and build-
ing a research programme for the future. 
A stand out example for this reviewer is 
Jostein Saether’s ten theses for handling 
the science-religion issue in science edu-
cation, including facilitating respect for 
value claims while avoiding relativism, 
and readiness to tackle the naturalistic 
fallacy.  

Tom McLeish presents an interdiscipli-
nary tour-de-force on the post-Barbour 
dialogue about science and science edu-
cation in which he debunks claims for the 
superiority of modern science and goes 
on to draw on the Judeo-Christian wis-
dom tradition of the book of Job to ground 
a fully functional theology of science. ‘Sci-
ence is the participative, relational and 
co-creative work within the Kingdom of 
God of healing the fallen relationship of 
humans with nature,’ which reminds us of 
the importance of responsible citizenship 
mentioned at the head of this review – a 
responsibility which sits in an informed 
way in history and that embraces future 
research into what we don’t yet know to 
repair what we know is broken. McLeish 
is not the only author in this volume who 
shows awareness that good practice in 
the field of science and religion can of-
fer solutions to our present crises, rather 
than further cultural challenges to their 
being resolved at all.

Following their consideration of the 
outcomes of the 2016 LASAR confer-
ence, the editors have jointly constructed 
a detailed introduction to this volume 
which deals clearly and insightfully with 
the headline matters of this study: the 
relationship between science and reli-
gion, the natures of science and religion 
especially understanding that they have 
changed and continue to change through 
time, and the positions of religion and 
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science with regard to the nature of real-
ity. I continue to glean insights from these 
remarks with re-reading. As I signposted 
earlier, in combination with case studies 
of classroom practice published else-
where, this is a field-leading contribution 
to science and religion studies and prac-
tice that will only be surpassed through 
the continuing exercise of interdiscipli-
nary teamwork of the same excellent 
quality. 

Stephen Thompson is currently the 
Education Secretary of Christians in 
Science.  He teaches at Fulston Manor 
School, Sittingbourne.

Gijsbert Van den Brink
Reformed Theology and Evolutionary 
Theory
Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 2020. 328 pp. pb. £32.99. 
ISBN 978-0-8028-7442-9

Gijsbert van den Brink is a system-
atic theologian at the Vrije Universiteit 
Amsterdam who, both doctrinally and 
geographically, sits firmly within the Re-
formed tradition of Christianity. Having 
been ‘raised in an atmosphere of latent 
creationism’, Van den Brink now consid-
ers evolutionary theory to be broadly 
accurate in its depiction of the natural 
world while quite rightly avoiding an 
emotional attachment to it. His latest 
book, Reformed Theology and Evolution-
ary Theory, representing the culmination 
of a great deal of research, provides a 
systematician’s overview of the tensions 
– real or imagined – between evolution-
ary theory and Christian theology from a 
Reformed perspective. Seeking to resolve 
these tensions while assuming that evolu-
tionary theory is essentially true, Van den 
Brink presents a detailed and convincing 
thesis arguing that, though evolution pro-
vides the occasion for re-evaluating our 
theology, it adds no problems that are not 
already present in traditional interpreta-
tions of Scripture.

The book opens with an introduction 
to the Reformed theological tradition. 
Van den Brink defines this tradition as a 
stance, serving as a lens through which 
one interprets both Scripture and Nature. 
He then explores the science of evolution, 
providing an excellent overview of the 
major concepts, their historical reception 
and some less-than-successful theologi-
cal responses to them. His key insight is 
that evolutionary theory is not monolith-
ic but is a multifaceted scientific model 
with three conceptually and empirically 
distinct layers that impact theology in 
different ways. From bottom to top, these 
layers are gradualism, common descent 
and natural selection. The middle of the 
book is divided into three sections of two 
chapters each, focusing on the tensions 
that arise from each layer of evolutionary 
theory.

Gradualism – the theory that life, and 
indeed the whole cosmos, has been de-
veloping gradually over billions of years 
– forces us to reconsider how we inter-
pret various passages in the Bible. This 
challenge is similar to that introduced by 
Copernicus and the heliocentric model, 
but the impact of Darwin and evolution 
is arguably deeper and broader. Rejecting 
concordism as an approach doomed to 
failure, Van den Brink adopts a nuanced 
perspectivism that seeks to understand 
the meanings of biblical texts as intended 
by their original authors in their histori-
cal and scriptural contexts. Many of the 
hermeneutic tools needed for this en-
deavour are already found in the writings 
of Augustine and Calvin, allowing per-
spectivism to fit neatly into the Reformed 
stance. Approached in this way, the Bible 
is found to be largely silent on issues that 
arise from modern science and in most 
cases can be easily reconciled with evo-
lutionary theory.

The following chapter features a 
thought-provoking analysis of animal 
suffering and natural evil. Though it 
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brings these issues to the fore, Van den 
Brink argues persuasively that gradual-
ism raises no special problem beyond the 
classic problem of evil. Anyone can look 
at the natural world and see the pains 
and sufferings of the very animals that 
Scripture celebrates and calls good. Why, 
then, would God create such a world? 
After summarising and rejecting neo-
Cartesianism, which minimises the suf-
ferings of animals by questioning their 
capacity to experience pain, Van den 
Brink examines cosmic-Fall theory – the 
widespread belief that natural evil re-
sults from the Fall of Adam – and rejects 
it in favour of a more generic approach 
to theodicy known as sceptical theism. 
However, rather than forcefully asserting 
the unadulterated goodness of Creation, 
he opts for a more nuanced view which 
allows for the possibility of human or 
demonic forces corrupting the natural 
world.

The next section addresses the ten-
sions that arise from common descent 
– the theory that all organisms, including 
humans, are related to each other via 
common ancestry. Intriguingly, Van den 
Brink argues that, rather than bringing 
us down to the level of animals, common 
descent should elevate all organisms in 
our esteem. Human dignity, by contrast, 
comes not from our biology but from the 
imago Dei, representing our spiritual call-
ing and covenantal relationship with God. 
Following this, Van den Brink addresses 
the historicity of Adam, surveying the five 
exegetical approaches laid out by Denis 
Alexander before settling somewhat 
tentatively on a sixth option that places 
Adam about forty-five thousand years 
ago at the dawn of symbolic representa-
tion as preserved in the archaeological 
record.

The latter part of the book focuses 
on tensions that arise from the theory 
of natural selection, beginning with the 
appearance of randomness in the evolu-

tionary process. Van den Brink carefully 
works through the underlying assump-
tions, distinguishing between scientific 
theory and metaphysical interpretation 
that are so often muddled in popular 
discourse, and ultimately shows that the 
Christian notion of providence is entirely 
compatible with the perception of ran-
domness in the natural world. He then 
goes further, arguing for consonance be-
tween these perspectives by introducing 
Simon Conway Morris and convergent 
evolution. Though mutation is random 
in the probabilistic sense, evolution is not 
random because natural selection is a 
teleological or end-directed mechanism, 
constrained by natural laws, that opti-
mises the adaptiveness of a population to 
its ecological niche. This predictability of 
evolution fits neatly with a theistic view 
without relying on concordism or God-of-
the-gaps-style arguments.

Van den Brink follows this with a 
fascinating overview of the cognitive 
science of religion and its potential for 
explaining (or explaining away) religious 
belief. Highlighting Christians such as 
Justin Barrett who have made seminal 
contributions to this field, Van den Brink 
argues that the evolutionary origins of 
religious belief may actually provide 
empirical support for Calvin’s sensus di-
vinitatis – the awareness of God innate to 
all humans.

Throughout the book, Van den Brink 
argues persuasively that the tensions 
between Christian faith and evolutionary 
theory arise not from Scripture itself but 
from our interpretations, which should al-
ways be measured against revealed truth 
– whether from the Book of Scripture or 
the Book of Nature – and revised if found 
wanting. Indeed, this attitude represents 
the very essence of the Reformed stance, 
which recognises that theological ref-
ormation never ends. Though not many 
of the insights are original to this book, 
most of them being drawn from other 
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scholars, Van den Brink expertly crafts 
a vast body of scholarship into a coher-
ent assessment of evolutionary theory 
from the perspective of Reformed theol-
ogy. So humble and even-handed are his 
analyses that I sometimes expected him 
to conclude in agreement with a par-
ticular viewpoint, only for him to reject 
it and reach a more nuanced and careful 
conclusion of his own. Reformed Theol-
ogy and Evolutionary Theory succeeds in 
being both a challenge and a pleasure to 
read. I recommend it to anyone wanting 
to wrestle with the theological implica-
tions of evolution.

Nathan R. James is a postdoctoral 
researcher at the MRC Laboratory of 
Molecular Biology in Cambridge.
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Interaction of Science and Faith in a 
Challenging World
Sunday 4th - Friday 9th July 2021, Online
Life in this world produces an ever increasing range of challenges from 
Covid-19 to the climate emergency to medical ethics and finding meaning 
and purpose.  Science and Faith both give us ways to understand and 
respond to these challenges, especially when they work together.

Join us online to explore this subject in some depth in the company of 
a group of top academics and hear them speak about their science and 
how it impacts their faith. 

Each day will have a different theme:

Science and Faith in History and Society
Science and Faith in Origins and Evolution
Science and Faith in Shaping the Universe
Science and Faith: All in the Mind?
Science and Faith in Caring for the Environment

Keynote Speaker: Revd Prof. Alister McGrath
Other speakers include: Dr Denis Alexander, Prof. Satyan Devadoss, 
Prof. Barbara Drossel, Prof. Joseph Graves, Prof. Peter Harrison, Prof. 
Katherine Hayhoe, Prof. David Lahti, Revd Dr Ernest Lucas, Prof. Bill 
Newsome, Dr Sarah Lane Ritchie, Prof. Meric Srokosz, Dr Jennifer 
Wiseman

This course is aimed at students or university graduates from any 
background. No formal training in science or theology is assumed.

To book visit faraday.institute/interaction

www.faraday.cam.ac.uk
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