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Editorial: Articles in Honour of Alister
McGrath

For many in science and religion Alister McGrath is a familiar, even legend-
ary, name. While finishing a doctorate in molecular biophysics at Oxford Uni-
versity he also started a bachelor’s degree in theology. When Oxford University
Press invited him to pen a Christian response to Richard Dawkins’ Selfish Gene
soon after it came outin 1976, he decided to wait until after he had obtained a
doctorate in theology at Cambridge - or longer. In fact, he did not finally return
to write Dawkins’ God until 2004, after he had become one of Britian’s pre-emi-
nent theologians. For, in 2001 Oxford University had regaled him with the ven-
erable Doctor of Divinity degree for his work in historical and systematic theol-
ogy. While we honour him now in science and religion, McGrath has reached
the apex of his field of theology in three different subdisciplines: science and
religion, historical theology, and systematic theology. These feats, along with
his incredible output (more than 60 books and countless articles), are what
give McGrath the well-deserved reputation as a polymath of polymaths.

But of course, he is only human. And this set of articles, each delivered in
honour of McGrath at the 2022 annual conference at Oxford’s lan Ramsey Cen-
tre for Science and Religion, seeks to illuminate not only his scholarly impact
but also his human side. For that purpose, the first and most valuable article is
written by his wife of 43 years, Joanna Collicutt McGrath. In “Why Write Theol-
ogy Books? A Reflection on Authorial Collaboration with Alister McGrath,” she
offers not only insight into his career as a scholar but a rare glimpse into his
motivations as a person. Though some had warned him against it, Alister did
not scorn writing popular books for Christian lay audiences. Instead, he saw it
as part of his calling to be useful, to serve others, and to create beauty. She also
discusses the process of collaborating with Alister on four books which contex-
tualize how the partnership between science and religion can be of particular
benefit. For one project, as a clinical psychologist she contributed the scientific
perspective on positive self-esteem while he provided the theological perspec-
tive on justification. Joanna Collicutt McGrath’s piece is not only heartening but
an honest reflection on the pitfalls and triumphs that academics face today and
how to navigate them with grace.

Stephen Goundrey-Smith recounts how Alister McGrath advised him to
research conditional immortality when he was a student at Wycliffe Hall. Not
only did this advice lead him to further research then, but that topic informs
his article in this collection, “Conditional to What? Achieving Immortality in a
Technological World.” Goundrey-Smith compares the technological immortal-
ity offered by transhumanism to the immortality offered in the Christian doc-
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trine of the resurrection. In particular, is technologically preserved indefinite
life without freedom from sin really worth possessing? Or is it closer to a hell
of man’s own making? In a line reminiscent of The Abolition of Man or Brave
New World Goundrey-Smith notes that while it may seem appealing that “tech-
nocentric immortality is under human control, in reality it may not be under
our human control.”

The title for Mike Parsons’ “Never in the Shallow End” comes from “the
humorous observation that in swimming pools all the noise comes from the
shallow end.” As a former executive director for the lan Ramsey Centre Par-
sons has a unique perspective on these discussions. He notes that McGrath has
never been in the shallow end. Parsons particularly examines McGrath’s focus
on inference to the best explanation in both science and religion and how it
relates to Mary Midgley’s “multiple maps of meaning.” Parsons contends that,
“the problem is not so much in the academy...but in the schools, churches and
religious communities,” and he encourages these communities towards “deep
end exploration” regarding science and religion.

Ravi Scott Jain continues the theme of inference to the best explanation by
arguing that McGrath advances “Science and Theology as Abductive Responses
to Reality” Jain explores McGrath’s appropriation of Roy Bhaskar’s principle
that “ontology determines epistemology” and McGrath’s notion that both “sci-
ence and religion are responses to reality.” He then contends that the special
kind of response that McGrath emphasizes in science and religion is abductive.
Jain further argues that if properly situated next to the method of hypotheses,
far from being an innovation, abduction can be seen as a traditional strategy for
argumentation in theology.

Humberto Schubert Coelho’s “The Place of a Scientific Theology among The-
ological Disciplines” situates McGrath’s scientific theology project in relation
to natural theology and systematic theology. Coelho argues that while natural
theology as conceived by Thomas Aquinas saw no conflict between reason and
revelation, the natural theology advocated by the Enlightenment thinkers like
Baruch Spinoza did. Thus, a rupture occurred between natural theology and
dogmatic or systematic theology. Coelho contends that McGrath’s scientific
theology is perfectly situated to bridge that gap. He concludes that, “McGrath is
in fact creating a new discipline, which is based on a fallibilist and progressive
account of the reality of God, according to the actual knowledge the natural
world can provide about God.”

And finally, in “Revisioning ‘Wissenschaft’: Mining Alister McGrath'’s develop-
ment of ‘Pictures’ and ‘Imagination’ for the General Philosophy of Science” Mi-
chael Borowski argues that the role of imagination has increased in McGrath'’s
thought over the past two decades. By examining some of McGrath’s major
works, he considers how the theme of imagination becomes more prominent
in his later works. He pays special attention to McGrath'’s use of phrases like
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“big picture”, “imaginarium”, and “disciplinary imaginary.”

Together these articles display the breadth and depth of the impact that
McGrath’s work has had on scholars spanning multiple continents and multiple
subdisciplines. But they also portray his human side as a convener, a guide,
a sparring partner, a husband, and a faithful servant of Christ. Thank you to
Science & Christian Belief for hosting this collection of articles to honour him
and to the Ian Ramsey Centre for hosting this conference. Additional thanks
belong to the conference director Andrew Pinsent and to the associate guest
editors for this collection: Stephen Goundrey-Smith, Humberto Coelho, and
Jacob Chengwei Feng. The science and religion community has benefitted enor-
mously from McGrath’s work over the past four decades. As he retires as the
Andreas Idreos Professor of Science and Religion at Oxford University, may he
find every success in his next endeavours.

Ravi Scott Jain is Graduate Scholar in Science and Religion at Oriel College, Oxford
University
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