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Revisioning ‘Wissenschaft’: Mining
Alister McGrath’s development of
‘Pictures’ and ‘Imagination’ for the
General Philosophy of Science

While there seems to be a need to reconceptualize ‘Science’, little has

been offered on how to do so. In this essay, McGrath’s more recent work is
mined by asking how this work could support such a reconceptualization.

It is argued that McGrath has increasingly made use of concepts such as
‘pictures’ and ‘imagination’ as means to conceptualize an alternative way of
perceiving (and practicing) science, and in which a broader understanding of
science — Wissenschaft — can hence be revisioned.
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Introduction: Turning to McGrath for revisioning ‘Wissen-
schaft’

As Stathis Psillos has argued, there is a need for reconceptualizing major
tenets within ‘science’.! One could suggest that the overall absence of an agreed
definition of science might go along with the need for reconceptualizing ‘sci-
ence’ itself.? If that is so, the question arises how one could hope to accomplish
such a goal. The proper context to carry out such a task, as Psillos himself ar-
gues, would be the general philosophy of science. But there seems to be little
work done so far in this field in this regard, and even Psillos himself offered
no further work in response to such a call. Yet, for exploring the options and
the work already being done in this regard, we may turn to the more recent
contributions of the former Andreas Idreos Chair of Science and Religion at
Oxford University, Alister McGrath.

McGrath wrote an important Introduction to the field of science and religion

1 Psillos, S. ‘Having Science in view’, In Humphreys, P. (ed) The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy
of Science: Oxford University Press (2016), pp. 137-160.

2 What I am referring here to when speaking of science is not the narrower understanding of it, as in
natural science, but the broader understanding of it, as in the German term ‘Wissenschaft’. See also
Borowski, M. ‘On Revisioning Science’ Reviews in Science, Religion and Theology (forthcoming
2023).
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in 1999, which was updated with a second edition in 2010, and a third in 20203
In the most recent of these, McGrath himself points out in the preface that there
are considerable changes between the second and the third editions. It seems,
however, that these changes are not just changes in the structure of the content,
but even within the emphasis he puts forward as essential in the field of science
and religion, moving from a more descriptive to a more constructive approach.
For while the first editions cover topics, developments, discussions and pro-
ponents, the third one seems to be more focused in its own line of argument,
starting out with the question of why one should study science and religion
in the first place. And his answer is crucial: He submits that studying science
and religion is important because, in bringing together science and religion, we
ascertain a ‘stereoscopic view of reality denied to those who limit themselves
to one discipline’s perspective.* By drawing on the Spanish philosopher José
Ortega y Gasset, he continues: ‘We need a “big picture”, an “integral idea of the

”

universe”.

This notion of a big picture, the importance it has for the whole enterprise
of science and religion, and for what both science and religion represent, was
not so prominent in the earlier editions of McGrath'’s Introduction. And while
the themes were in fact in place, concepts of a big picture or imagination had
no explicit place in McGrath'’s scientific theology.’ In this paper I argue that this
theme has always has always has been there, it has become more tangible over
the last two decades - in particular in his works on natural theology, nature,
reason, and natural philosophy, as well as in the overall themes of ‘pictures’
and ‘imagination’. By tracing the latter, I will conclude that it is this very focus
which might be the centre and the largest achievement of McGrath’s work to
date: we will look into - and ‘mine’ - the ‘big four’® of McGrath’s works in the
last two decades (while leaving the ‘minor four’” on the side, as space does not

3 McGrath, A. Science & Religion: A New Introduction, Wiley (1999, 2010, 2020).

4 McGrath, A. Science & Religion: A New Introduction, Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons (2020) p.2.
5 See, for instance, the table of contents of McGrath, A. The Science of God, London: T&T Clark
(2004), which functions as an introduction to the three volumes of McGrath’s scientific theology, and
which does not include either terms at all.

6 McGrath, A. Natural Philosophy: On Retrieving a Lost Disciplinary Imaginary, Oxford: Oxford
University Press (2022); McGrath, A. The Territories of Human Reason: Science and Theology in
an Age of Multiple Rationalities, Oxford: Oxford University Press (2018); McGrath, A. Re-Imag-
ining Nature: The Promise of a Christian Natural Theology, Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons (2016);
McGrath, A. The Open Secret: A New Vision for Natural Theology, Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons
(2011).

7 McGrath, A. The Great Mystery: Science, God and the Human Quest for meaning, London:
Hodder & Stoughton (2017); McGrath, A. Enriching Our Vision of Reality: Theology and the Nat-
ural Sciences in Dialogue, West Conshohocken: Templeton Foundation Press (2017); McGrath, A.
Inventing the Universe: Why we cant stop talking about Science, Faith and God, Paris: Hachette
UK (2015); McGrath, A. Surprised by Meaning: Science, Faith, and how we make Sense of Things,
Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press (2011).
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permit a more extensive interaction with them). We will do so by synthesizing
the themes of ‘pictures’ and ‘imagination’ in McGrath’s major work, suggesting
that what McGrath has been doing over the past two decades can be seen as the
primary to revisioning what modernity widely perceives - and relies upon - as
‘Wissenschaft. In doing so, McGrath has brought into focus concepts that might
represent broadly unchartered, but powerful means also for reconceptualizing
science.

Mining the building blocks: four volumes on reality and its
analysis

In The Open Secret, McGrath seeks to develop a ‘distinctively Christian ap-
proach to natural theology’, in order to establish approaches on more secure
intellectual foundations. He construes natural theology as the systematic ex-
ploration of a proposed link between the everyday world of our experience and
an asserted transcendent reality. McGrath characterizes this book as an essay
to open conversation, redirect thinking, and explore new options. In particu-
lar, he argues that ‘if nature is to disclose the transcendent, it must be “seen”
or “read” in certain specific ways — ways that are not themselves necessarily
mandated by nature itself. It is argued that Christian theology provides an in-
terpretative framework by which nature may be “seen” in a way that connects
with the transcendent.® The enterprise of natural theology, McGrath continues,
would thus be one of discernment: ‘of seeing nature in a certain way, of viewing
it through a particular and specific set of spectacles. In a section dealing with
big pictures, McGrath argues that more recent theistic writers would have em-
phasized the importance of beliefin God in explaining the ‘big picture’ - i.e., ‘the
overall patterns of ordering which are discerned within the universe.” McGrath
refers to Richard Swinburne and his stance that the ‘explanatory aspects of
theism are not limited to the fine details of reality, but extend far beyond these
to embrace the great questions of life - those things that are either “too big” or
“too odd” for science to explain’'? e.g. the anthropic phenomena (i.e., one as-
pect of natural theology’s capacity to make sense of things). The concept of im-
agination is even more prominent in this work, for which McGrath gives credit
especially to C.S. Lewis in this regard. He suggests drawing on Lewis’ work for
an imaginative approach to natural theology (i.e., one that acknowledges and
affirms the ordering of the world as well as its appeal to human reason), ‘but
nevertheless insists on the full recognition of the role of the imagination in
any human response to the world. The world, for Lewis, points to something

8 McGrath, A. The Open Secret: A New Vision for Natural Theology, Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons
(2011), Chapter 1.

9 Ibid.

10 McGrath, op.cit. (7), Chapter 10.
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beyond it which needs to be engaged with the imagination, rather than the
intellect.’! In his third part - after discussing the human quest for transcend-
ence and the foundations of natural theology - McGrath turns to an agenda for
a renewed natural theology. He starts with emphasizing the aspect of perceiv-
ing nature - a process that would involve thinking/knowing about, affectively
responding to, and enactive interaction with the world,'? which is why McGrath
addresses three aspects of truth, beauty, and goodness in his agenda. While
the details of these discussions go way beyond the scope of this essay, we must
highlight that it is the perception of nature that is fundamental for McGrath;
perception that falls in line with the focus on a picture, and the emphasis on the
imaginative realm as that faculty that brings things together.

Secondly, in Re-Imagining Nature McGrath sets out to ‘explore what a prop-
erly Christian approach to natural theology might look like, and how this re-
lates to alternative interpretations of our experience of the natural world.*® In
doing so, McGrath closes in on the aspects of picture and imagination as in no
other contribution, and the interconnection of the two of them is as close as it
could possibly be: in his first chapter McGrath defends his ‘Christian’ natural
theology project by highlighting the fact that despite ‘postmodern chastenings,
the appeal of a “Grand Theory” has never disappeared, and that in disciplines
as diverse as sociology and theology, there is a growing interest in ‘retrieving
the notion of a “big picture” - a way of seeing things which aims to frame and
hold together as the elements of our experience and observation.* Needless
to say, Christianity would offer such a big picture. And it is in that very para-
graph that McGrath introduces the concept of imagination, referring again to
C.S. Lewis, by stating that ‘Lewis held that the Christian imaginarium allows the
beauties of nature to be correlated with an “indescribable something of which
they become for a moment the messengers”. As there would be concerns of the
way natural theology would operate (basically in place since the early modern
period),”® McGrath suggests that the Christian imaginarium would offer an im-
aginative and cognitive framework which is able to accommodate and position
this classic notion of natural theology'® - a task he attends to in the following
chapters.

11 McGrath, op.cit. (7), Chapter 10.

12 McGrath, op.cit. (7), Chapter 9.

13 McGrath, Re-Imagining Nature: The Promise of a Christian Natural Theology, John Wiley &
Sons (2016), p.1.

14 McGrath, op.cit. (12), p. 25.

15 McGrath summarizes four of such concerns: natural theology might seem to assume a culturally
invariant notion of human reason; to fail to recognize the constructive activity of the human mind in
the process of observation; to fail to appreciate the importance of tradition-mediated rationalities;
and to express being inattentive to the aesthetic, moral, and intellectual ambiguity of nature.

16 McGrath, op.cit. (12), p. 36.
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Here, again referring to Lewis, McGrath asserts that the human imagination
plays aleading role in grasping the ‘big picture’ in that it is more easily perceived
than actually understood. The imaginarium provides a conceptual framework
for exploring the interplay of reason and imagination within a Christian natu-
ral theology, offering a way of looking at things in which ‘a creative imagination
is wedded to an acute intellect.”’” It somewhat underlines the limits of the hu-
man sensorium.!® Yet as in the concept of metanoia (i.e., repentance or turn-
ing about), the Christian imaginarium comes with the divinely transformed
capacity of seeing and understanding reality,'® providing ‘ontological security
for the semiotic link between the natural world and God, ° a way of ‘seeing
things which appeals to the imagination as much as to the reason, reflecting the
signifying practices and conventions of the Christian faith. Hence: ‘This Chris-
tian “way of living, seeing and making” is affirmed, enacted, embodied, and
transmitted by the Christian community’?! After all, with Re-Imagining Nature
McGrath closes in on the distinct project of a natural theology. The element of
nature’s perception is taken up by his focus on a specifically Christian imagi-
narium - ‘an intellectual and imaginative framework which both reaffirms the
rational transparency and the inherent beauty of nature, and grounds these in
the deeper reality of a Trinitarian vision of God.?2 McGrath will elaborate more
closely on the interconnection with that capacity usually referred to with his
next major work: reason.

While the previous works explicitly take a theological and Christian per-
spective, the following two seem to take into view a broader and eventually, a
somewhat secular one. In the earlier of these two contributions, McGrath aims
to ‘establish the understandings of rationality as both theory and practice en-
countered within professional communities in both the natural sciences and
Christian theology, and to avoid simplistic reductions to allegedly “essential”
or “universal” characterizations of either “science” or “religion”, or the rational
practices or criteria which emerge within them.?® He argues that ‘we may live
in a world that is an ontological unity, but this world is investigated and repre-
sented on the basis of an epistemological pluralism, offering us a bricolage of
unintegrated insights and perceptions arising from different disciplinary or
cultural perspectives on our world, or scientific engagement with its different

17 McGrath, op.cit. (12), p. 2-3.
18 McGrath, op.cit. (12), p. 42.
19 McGrath, op.cit. (12), p. 43.
20 McGrath, op.cit. (12), p. 167.
21 McQGrath, op.cit. (12), p. 54.
22 McGrath, op.cit. (12), p. 154.

23 McGrath, A. The Territories of Human Reason: Science and Theology in an Age of Multiple
Rationalities, Oxford: Oxford University Press (2018), pp. 13-14.
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levels.?* Yet the elaboration on ‘multiple rationalities’ does not go without criti-
cal reflection over the course of this work. Rather, McGrath’s concern for the
(big) picture is the very point of reference to multiple concepts and applica-
tions of what is often likewise perceived as a somewhat more uniform sort of
human reasoning, which shows - for instance - in the introduction, in which
McGrath refers to Wittgenstein and his picture which holds us captive.? After
assessing multiple rationalities in part one, McGrath turns to the critical evalu-
ation. In the final chapter of this part he starts out with the focus on the big
picture. Here, McGrath thinks of this as an appropriate ending for this work.
He attempts to map out a framework within which human ‘thoughts about
the world’ could be demonstrated as intertwined with human thoughts about
‘value and purpose’?® Based on the evidence presented in his book, McGrath
suggests thinking in terms of the principled colligation of ‘little pictures’, which
in turn could create a larger picture, ‘a seamless web of cross-relationships—
perhaps to be visualized as a panorama, which connects and coordinates these
snapshots.”?” McGrath suggests three approaches for moving forward: We could
respect diversity without even trying to resolve the tensions they show, we
could settle on the smallest denominator, or we could set out for a meta-ration-
ality. McGrath sees significant downsides to all of these approaches, showing
some sympathy for the third and less for the first.

Natural Philosophy, fourthly, is a further contribution to that very conver-
sation. Here, McGrath seeks to offer an exploration of what he perceives as
a lost conceptual space. This concern leads to a reflection ‘of the wider con-
temporary significance of this disciplinary imaginary and the possibility of its
partial retrieval.?® In the past, McGrath argues, natural philosophy ‘was seen
to designate a coherent intellectual and cultural domain, which wove together
what would now be considered to be quite distinct disciplines’With this, he
continues the quest he left off with The Territories of Human Reason, now ask-
ing how such a much-needed space can be retrieved for today? After engaging
the writings of the past in part 1 and conceptualizing in part 2, McGrath hopes
to ‘recast a vision’ of a way for retrieving some form of natural philosophy. For
doing so, he offers an understanding of natural philosophy as a voluntary con-
federation of disciplinary territories. He claims that in this approach, all these
disciplinary territories would keep their own interests and methods - but they
would explore explicitly the greater question of ‘how humans interact with the

24 McGrath, op.cit. (22), pp. 222-23.
25 McGrath, op.cit. (22), p. 5.

26 McGrath, op.cit. (22), p. 204.

27 McGrath, op.cit. (22), p. 205.

28 McGrath, Natural Philosophy: On Retrieving a Lost Disciplinary Imaginary, Oxford University
Press (2022), p. 2.
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natural world cognitively, affectively, aesthetically, and morally.?° For him, such
an account of natural philosophy may lie rather in the subjective imagination:
A natural philosophy is the grander vision of nature that arises from transcend-
ing disciplinary divisions, affirming the value of all its disciplinary components
while actively seeking to discern the larger picture of the natural world that
they disclose.®® This expanded disciplinary imaginary of natural philosophy
can help to shape informed attitudes toward the social order, for instance at-
tentiveness towards nature for one, and proper respect for nature for another.3!

Conclusion: Re-Imagining Wissenschaft via pictures and
imagination

In a sense, McGrath has worked his way from a reconceptualization of natu-
ral theology to a reconceptualization of nature itself. While this latter reconcep-
tualization is explicitly ‘Christian’ in its approach, his analysis of the preferred
means of analyzing nature - reason - is reconceptualized from a ‘both-and-
approach’ By addressing, fourthly, natural philosophy, McGrath has moved
towards a perspective that moves beyond the science and religion-binary. Now,
if the ‘big four” are the bricks, the ‘minor four’*? could be seen as the mortar:
These publications are ‘less academic’ (as McGrath himself indicates in some
cases), which is to say they are not aimed at professionals who are well aware
of the related developments in science and theology, but rather to a broader
readership.?®* However, it is here that McGrath reflects on his own journey so
far, possible interconnections and uniting features. Although space does not
permit a more detailed interaction at this point, it is noteworthy that McGrath
continues to reflect and conceptualize the idea of a ‘big picture’ derived via
imagination, highlighting the aspects of sense-making and meaning in the pro-
cess. At any rate, and by way of conclusion, we can briefly synthesize essential
aspects of McGrath'’s development of thinking in pictures and imagination.

McGrath never gives a once and for all definition of pictures. Itis clear, though,
that he refers to them as interchangeable with theories.?* There are ‘larger’ and
‘smaller’ theories,*® there are bigger and smaller pictures. A big picture, then, is
addressed as ‘a way of seeing things which aims to frame and hold together the

29 McGrath, op.cit. (27), p. 169.

30 McGrath, op.cit. (22), p. 177.

31 McGrath, op.cit. (22), pp. 177-82.

32 See footnote (6).

33 McGrath, Enriching Our Vision of Reality: Theology and the Natural Sciences in Dialogue, West
Conshohocken: Templeton Foundation Press (2017), Preface.

34 McGrath, op.cit. (32), Chapter 5.

35 McGrath, op.cit. (12), pp. 177-8.

180 * Science & Christian Belief, Vol 35, No. 2



Revisioning ‘Wissenschaft’: Mining Alister McGrath’s development

elements of our experience and observation.*¢ McGrath repeatedly credits hu-
man being’s longing for a coherent whole as the motivation for integrating vari-
ous aspects, rather than thinking of various facts and thoughts as independent
phenomena. By entertaining big pictures, humans can connect things together
‘in a web of meaning what might otherwise seem incoherent and pointless.*’
The best theory is the one that is able to fit in observations and experiences
most elegantly, most simply, most comprehensively, and most fruitfully.®® While
there is more that could be said about pictures per se in McGrath, the most
pressing question is how these pictures are being developed. Here, McGrath
proposes an approach in which larger pictures are being created via principled
colligation of little pictures.*

For the development of such picture, McGrath points to imagination, a focus
he receives from C.S. Lewis.** The reference to an imaginarium pays tribute
to McGrath's concern that science is very good at taking things to pieces: ‘Yet
analysis is not enough; we need to weave together the various elements of our
world in order to perceive the big picture.’*! While the quest of how to apply
imagination in the process of science, it is this approach McGrath is developing
that seems to be a viable answer to the more general quest for Wissenschaft
that is so vital not only the academy, but also for both the public square and the
church - McGrath’s path via pictures and imagination seems to be a promising
way for revisioning ‘Wissenschaft.
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36 McGrath, op.cit. (12), p. 25.

37 McGrath, op.cit. (12), p.120.

38 McGrath, op.cit. (12), pp. 177-8.

39 McGrath, op.cit. (22), p. 206. See also McGrath, op cit (32), Chapter 4..
40 McGrath, op.cit. (32).

41 McGrath, op.cit. (32), Chapter 1.
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