
        

SciTech†
Journal o f  the Presbyterian A ss ociation on Science , Technolo g y, and the Christian Faith

        

          

           

          

         

        

         

      

          

        

           

          

      

          

         

         

          

         

      

         

           

       

         

  

        

   

     

   

 

   

     

   

    

     

   

  

   

     

   

   

     

   

   

     

   

  

       

   

    

    

     

   

      

   

     

   

     

    

       

   

        
    

 May 2004 Volume 13, Number 2

  

        
  

  

  

  

This image mosaic from the panoramic camera on the Mars Exploration Rover Opportunity shows the distant horizon from Opportunity’s position inside 
a small crater at Meridiani Planum. To the left is a large crater about 700 meters away from the landing site and approximately 200 meters in diameter.

By Douglas F. Ottati, Ph.D.
Union Theological Seminary & Presbyterian School of Christian Education

A s I write, this is the latest from the red planet. 
The Mars rover, Opportunity, has landed 
and begun transmitting pictures and other 

information. NASA has restored contact with 
its twin, Spirit, and an orbiter belonging to the 
European Union has found strong evidence of 
ice near the south pole.

Ice? On Mars? The news may not rock your 
worldview, but it’s enough to make us think again 
about some implications of modern cosmologies. 
For one thing, where there’s ice, there’s water. 
And, where there’s water …

Earlier Christians often envisioned them-
selves at the center of a comparatively cozy 
cosmos. Consider the ancient, three-layered 
picture: heaven above, earth in the middle, and 
hell below. Over the centuries, however, scien-
tifi c theories and fi ndings have contributed to a 
drastically different outlook. The Copernican, 
heliocentric theory of the universe displaced 
Earth and human beings from the center of the 
planetary system — a suffi ciently disturbing 
prospect to have contributed to Galileo’s later 
troubles with the church. What’s more, our 
displacement seems only to have been radicalized 
by the stunning expansion in our picture of the 
cosmos courtesy of calculations concerning its 
expansion from a big bang, as well as fi ndings 
by means of telescopes, satellites, space travel, 
and space probes. The distances are staggering, 

and the cosmos that we envision today no longer 
seems cozy so much as unimaginably vast.

There is also the matter of time. Our forebears 
may have found it plausible to fi gure the age of 
the Earth in handfuls of thousands of years. But 
today, our calculations need to take into account 
evolutionary biology and geology, not to mention 
theories and fi ndings concerning the origins of 
matter, stars, and planets. One result is that we 
now speak of years in the billions. To help us 
picture this, my geologist friend, George Fisher, 
suggests that we convert the history of the cosmos 
and planet Earth into a more familiar distance. 
Suppose that we “locate” the big bang on a South 
Pacifi c Island near the eastern coast of Australia, 
and then travel toward Virginia. Human history 
would begin only a few yards away from where 
I am now sitting in Richmond.

Some interesting theological questions 
emerge in light of the vast expansion of our 
picture of the cosmos. For one thing, on the 
ancient three-layered picture, heaven and hell 
could be thought of as literal places or spaces, 
one above the clouds, the other below ground. 
But today, cosmologically speaking , we no longer 
seem able to say which way is up. Small wonder 
that the theologian, Hans Kung, says “the naïve 
anthropomorphic notion of a heaven above the 
clouds is now impossible for us.” So, how shall 
we think of it? Says Kung, “the heaven of faith 
is not a place but a mode of being” together with 
the infi nite God who cannot be located in space 
or limited by time.”1

There is another, even more fundamental 
question. Suppose we assume (as I expect we 
must) that the great God of glory is Lord of 
the entire cosmos. Thus the space that God 
orders and brings into being is the vast cosmic 
space of stars and planetary systems and galaxies 
and nebula. The time that God governs is the 
immense history of cosmos. Does it then make 
sense to insist that we humans, who inhabit a 
small planet in an obscure corner of a galaxy, 
are the crown of creation? Does it make sense 
to maintain that human beings and their fate 
comprise God’s chief end?

The case against seems rather strong, and it 
is partly a matter of proportion. All the world 
may be a stage, but isn’t God’s cosmos, as we 
have now come to know it, a rather outsized 
stage for the drama of human life and history? 
On a stage so vast, might there not be other 
dramas, realities, and developments of equal or 
even greater importance that have taken place, 
are taking place, or have yet to take place? Again, 
aren’t we saying that the cosmos and even planet 
Earth were around for billions of years before 
human beings appeared on the scene? Aren’t we 
also saying that different species have emerged 
on Earth, survived and/or fl ourished, and then 
gone extinct? Isn’t it possible or perhaps even 
likely that the human species also will come to 
an end well before the cosmos does?

Maybe so. Yet there has been at least one way 
that even the modern portrait of a vast cosmos

“Mars” continues on page 10 >>>

The News from Mars
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PRESIDENTʼS CORNER BY   DEREK PURSEY        

In the August 2003 issue of SciTech†, I contrasted the con-
temporary scientifi c understanding of the universe with 
opinions reported in the Presbyterian Panel Background 

Survey for 2003-2005, and I promised to share some of my 
own thoughts on how to reconcile these. In the next two issues, 
I examined and critiqued some of the metaphysical presup-
positions of science and of Christian faith. Now I must put 
up or shut up about my own ideas. Feel free to disagree with 
me. Bill McIvor will be happy to receive essays expressing 
alternative views.

Confl ict between science and Christian faith comes 
mostly from unexamined metaphysical assumptions. Once 
these are resolved, particular problems between scientifi c 
fi ndings and religious doctrines are more easily overcome. 
Science presupposes that everything can be fully explained in 
scientifi c terms, even though the appropriate science may still 
be unknown. In contrast, religious faith requires that “there 
are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt 
of in your [scientifi c] philosophy.” I shall deal only with this 
particular confl ict.

Basic to my personal philosophy is our experience of free 
will. We choose between courses of action and thereby change 
the course of history in some small way. My personal theology 
agrees with the biblical writers that God acts intentionally in 
human affairs. How these are possible are great mysteries, 
but if human free will is granted, then surely God is also 
free to act.

Free will could be an illusion. Everything that we do or 
think (including our belief that we have free will) might be 
predetermined by initial conditions at the Big Bang. Or perhaps 
what we do or think refl ects no more than the random fi ring 
of neurons in our brains. Certainly neuroscience has much to 
say about this. However, exploring this would take us too far 
afi eld. Neuroscience notwithstanding, I claim that we all make 
free choices that affect what happens in the world.

If this is right, then the world cannot be completely 
deterministic. But also the world cannot be totally random. 
There can be no free will if the results of our choices are not 
predictable. The world must possess a great deal of regularity, 
which science investigates with great success. This regularity 
of nature is intrinsic in all that happens. However, I deny 
that everything can be fully understood in terms of nature’s 
predictability. If that were the case, once again free will would 
be an illusion.

This brings us to contingency — things could be different 
than they are. Free will implies that there are truly contingent 
events — what we do is contingent upon what we decide to 
do, and we could decide differently. Of course, our free will 
is constrained. We cannot fl y to the moon just by deciding to 
do so. The exercise of free will is inextricably entangled with 
brain and nerve processes, the limitations of our bodies, and 
the laws of nature. These are all legitimate subjects of scientifi c 

study. However, the contingent aspect of free will is not part of 
the regularity of nature, and is intrinsically beyond the scope 
of scientifi c investigation.

Although every act of free will has an irreducibly con-
tingent aspect, it does not follow that every contingent event 
is caused by free choice, whether by a human being, God, or 
some other free agent. Because every apple is a fruit, it does 
not follow that every fruit is an apple. Contingency is found 
throughout nature, not just in events caused by free choice, 
and most contingent events may “just happen.” Indeed in the 
standard understanding of quantum mechanics, events at the 
atomic or molecular scale are irreducibly contingent. Even the 
most deterministic theory in physics — the classical mechanics 
of Isaac Newton — can explain nothing until (contingent!) 
initial conditions are specifi ed. Genuine contingency exists as 
an intrinsic aspect of reality, inaccessible to scientifi c study.

Contingency is complemented by uniqueness. What is 
most signifi cant in exercising free will is the particular choice 
that we make, rather than the range of contingent alterna-
tives that we don’t choose. In that sense, free will produces a 
unique result. But uniqueness is not confi ned to the exercise 
of free will.

Everything that exists, everything that happens, is unique 
in some respect. All apples are apples, and their “appleness” 
is a legitimate subject for scientifi c study, but each individual 
apple is unique. The same is true in science. Each run of a 
chemical reaction is unique; yields of the desired compounds are 
never exactly the same. 
In “high energy physics” 
experiments, events are 
selected that have some 
aspects in common but 
no two such events are 
completely identical. 
Only a statistical analysis 
of many events has scien-
tifi c signifi cance and the 
uniqueness of any indi-
vidual event is irrelevant. 
The same is true in many other sciences. Only statistical correla-
tions, not the uniqueness of individual instances, are signifi cant.

Uniqueness enters scientifi c work in another way. People, 
not inanimate nature, plan and perform scientifi c experiments. 
Most experiments are performed by teams of scientists. What 
was the state of health of the team members? Do any of them 
have domestic problems? Which grad student is in love with 
which other grad student? What rivalries are there between 
members of the research team? How often does the equip-
ment break down and is it competently repaired? Such things 
and much more are part of a whole complex of circumstances 
that make the entire effort unique and impossible to repeat

“Contingency” continues on page 10 >>>

MY TAKE ON SCIENCE AND FAITH

Contingency Is Key

Since most  cont ingent events 
may be completely random, 
the presence of  God in an 
event wi l l  be apparent only 
through the eyes of  fai th.

       
          

        
      

       

       
          

       
       

        
         

         
        

         
        

       
     

        
       

       
         
          

       
         

          
         

        
 
        

         
       

        
            

       
        

       
         

          
        

            
          
        
          

         

       
       

     
        

        
       

           
         

           
        
  

        
         

      
        

      
     

     
      

        
        

        
        

         
        

         
          
        

  
       

        
          

       
       

      
        

        
         

          
        

    

     
       

          
       
        

       
        

           
         
         

        

         
       

       
      

          
         

  
         

        
      

           
        
        

       
        

          
          

         
         

          
  



 SC ITE C H† May 2004 www.pastcf .org    

   

 10 

    
>>> “Mars” continued from page 1
allowed us to place ourselves at the center. “Yes,” 
we might say, “the cosmos is indeed vast. But it 
appears to be mostly cold, dark, and inhospitable. 
When it comes to life and, most especially, to 
the conscious and comparatively intelligent life 
of our own species, we simply have no evidence 
that there is anything like it anywhere else. 
Moreover, precisely because we are intelligent, we 
are able to appreciate God’s cosmos as no other 
creature can. We seem fashioned to appreciate it, 
and it seems fashioned to be appreciated by us. 
Indeed, the recent explorations of Mars seem a 
rather good example of our distinctive capacity 
for appreciation.”

But this is where the evidence for ice comes 
in. Even in face of a vast and mysterious cosmos, it 
has seemed possible to maintain that Earth is the 
only known biosphere and also the only location 
of what we sometimes call “intelligent life.” But 
where there’s ice, there’s water, and where there’s 
water … there may indeed be a biosphere. Of 
course, this need not mean that Mars either has or 
does support life in anything like the variety and 
developed forms present on Earth. But remember 
that, in cosmic terms anyway, Mars is incredibly 
near by. So, if there is another biosphere in our 
immediate neighborhood, might there be many 
others scattered near and far? And, if there are 
many others, is it possible or even somewhat likely 
that at least some have, do, or will support life in 
something like the variety and complexity that 
Earth does? But if this is true, then, the cosmos 

is not simply cold, dark, and inhospitable. If this 
is true, then, when it comes to life and perhaps 
even appropriately appreciative intelligent life, 
it’s not all and only about us.

This can be an unsettling thought. We seem 
chronically to assume that we are at the center of 
things, and our assumption seems partly due to 
our finite perceptual equipment. (Stand up, open 
your eyes, turn around in a circle, and you will 
be at the center of all you see.) In addition, more 
than a few theologians have tended to picture 
“the world as the theatre of human history.”2 And, 
of course, one might read the biblical narrative 
as ineluctably human-centered. Within days of 
creating light, God makes humans. With the 
appearance of Adam and Eve, history becomes 
the story of human salvation, and humans are 
present on Earth right up to the apocalypse.

But there is another theological vision worth 
considering. John Calvin claimed that the world 
is the magnificent theatre, not of human history, 
but of God’s glory. Indeed, said Calvin, “wherever 
you cast your eyes, there is no spot in the universe 
wherein you cannot discern at least some sparks of 
his glory.”3 Jonathan Edwards claimed, in rather 
typical Calvinist fashion but also in a distinctly 
creative fashion for a Calvinist, that God’s chief 
end in creating the world is God’s own glory, 
and that genuine piety hinges on a sense for the 
divine excellence. Both men thought that we 
are equipped to appreciate a world that is not 
centered on us. Both believed that the Bible 
supported them on this point. And, even if it no 

longer seems plausible to insist that we humans 
occupy center stage, even if it appears that the 
Lord of the cosmos has purposes beyond our 
imagining, something like their God-centered 
vision remains a live theological option. God’s 
own glory. Perhaps the recent news from Mars 
will help us to better appreciate it.

Douglas F. Ottati is M. E. Pemberton Professor of 
Theology at Union Theological Seminary & Presby-
terian School of Christian Education in Richmond, 
Virginia. His scholarly interests include contemporary 
theology and ethics, as well as the history of theology 
and ethics, particularly in America. A ruling elder 
in the Presbyterian Church (USA), he is co-general 
editor of the multi-volume series, The Library of 
Theological Ethics. His latest books are Reforming 
Protestantism: Christian Commitment in Today’s 
World, and Hopeful Realism: Recovering The 
Poetry of Theology.

1Hans Kung, Credo: The Apostles’ Creed Explained for Today (New 
York: Doubleday, 1992) 162.

2The quote comes from Gaudium et Spes (“The Pastoral Constitu-
tion of the Church in the Modern World”) in Vatican Council II: The 
Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, New Revised Edition, Austin 
Flannery, O.P., General Editor (Northport, N.Y.: Costello Publishing 
Company, 1975) 904. However, the general idea is present in a good 
many modern theologians and Bible scholars.

3Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1.5.1, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, 
ed. John T. McNeill (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960) 52.

© Copyright 2004 by Douglas F. Ottati and the Witherspoon 
Society. Reprinted by permission from Witherspoon Network News, 
Vol. XXIV, No. 1, winter 2004.

>>> “Contingency” continued from page 2
in exact detail. Yet only very limited aspects of 
the whole effort — those that a different team 
in a different location with different personal 
dynamics and different equipment might also 
find — are scientifically relevant.

Our free will and God’s action in the 
world are expressed by making choices among 
contingent possibilities. Some theologians seek 
to find a scientifically plausible mechanism for 
this (the “causal joint”). I believe this effort to 
be misconceived.

A truly free choice among contingent 
alternatives cannot be part of nature’s regularity, 
and must be beyond the possibility of scientific 
understanding. Human choice is correlated with 
much brain activity, but if free will is genuine it 
must be more than just the firing of neurons. 
Likewise, although God’s action has aspects that 
can be studied scientifically, it too cannot be fully 
explained in scientific terms.

The uniqueness of Jesus as both fully divine 
and fully human fits nicely into the picture of 
reality that I have sketched here. However, that 

leads further into theology than is appropriate 
in this essay.

At a more everyday level, God’s action in 
contingent events is what we call providence. 
Since most contingent events may be completely 
random, the presence of God in an event will be 
apparent only through the eyes of faith. Here is 
a personal example. Recently my wife Barbara 
was returning from a presbytery committee 
meeting, in pouring rain, along a limited access 
highway. The engine of her car gave out at the 
only exit for about fifty miles that had a nearby 
truck stop.

As she plodded through the rain, some folks 
returning from a church meeting gave her a lift 
to the truck stop. They recommended a towing 
service and the driver checked back later to 
make sure that she was okay. So many things 
were contingent — the car could have broken 
down between exits and far from any help. The 
people who helped her could have been five 
minutes earlier or five minutes later. They might 
have ignored her or wished to harm her rather 
than help. Many other contingencies could have 

brought about a wholly different and much less 
fortunate outcome.

A skeptic emphasizes all of these alternatives 
— the bad things that might have happened 
instead of the good things that did happen — and 
sees the chain of events as no more than a set of 
fortunate coincidences. But to the eyes of faith, 
the important thing is what did happen, not what 
might have happened but didn’t.

Were these events part of God’s providence? 
What do you think?

The regularity of nature studied by science, 
genuine contingency, and the uniqueness of 
individual happenings, are all intrinsic aspects 
of reality, each independent of the other two, 
each equally significant. Every event shares in 
all three aspects, each one essential for complete 
understanding. This understanding of reality fully 
respects science, but not scientism — the view 
that everything without exception can be fully 
explained, at least in principle, in scientific terms. 
It also makes room for the exercise of free will by 
humans (and probably other creatures), and for 
God to act providentially in the universe.=
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By R. Wesley McCoy, Ph.D.
PASTCF Board Member

Across America arguments rage concerning 
the appropriate ways to teach life science in 
our public schools. Some make the claim 

that the theory of evolution is too flawed and 
incomplete to be considered as science at all. 
Others view evolution as simply one theory of 
the many that should be carefully considered by 
our youthful scholars. Still others accept evolu-
tion as a vital foundation for the understanding 
of modern biology. As vociferous as are some of 
these debates, and as erudite as are some of the 
speakers, these arguments are playing out not at 
meetings of scientific societies or in the pages of 
professional scientific publications, but in state 
and local school board meetings.

Many citizens have become persuaded that 
evolution is impossible or at least highly unlikely. 
The theory of evolution is anathema to their phi-
losophy of the world. Commonly, these speakers 
insist that evolution implies the absence of God 
from the world of living things. Evolution is 
equated with atheism. Other citizens are enraged 
by the idea that some would inject teaching  
“Intelligent Design theory” into schools. They 
insist that ID theory is clearly a religious notion 
which has no place in science classes. What has 
been missing from this debate in most places is 
a voice for reason, clearly pointing out that God 
exists, that religious faith is of immense value, 
and that understanding an evolutionary origin 
of species can open our eyes to the magnificence 
of God’s creation.

Margaret Gray Towne is that voice. Her book, 
Honest to Genesis: A Biblical & Scientific Challenge 
to Creationism, takes the reader through a carefully 
planned thought process which honors religious 
faith, biblical authority, and scientific accuracy. 
The reading level of this book is appropriate for 
keenly interested high school students, adult 
laypersons who wish to know more about their 
faith, and religious leaders who need to know 
more about science. Towne clearly honors the 
intelligence and lifelong faith of each reader who 
may come to her book and treats them gently. She 
knows that there is fear in the heart of conserva-

tive Christians who consider the implications of 
evolution theory.

Towne refers to a 1952 statement by C.A. 
Simpson: “If this world is not God’s world, even 
the most frenzied arguments could not make it 
so. But if it is God’s world, we do not need to be 
afraid of anything it actually reveals. All life is 
growth, and in growth there are often growing 
pains. But these are profitable. It is not the man 
of faith, but the man of secret doubts, which 
he is trying to smother, who will be afraid of 
unfamiliar facts and will try to drown them out 
with clamor … ”

Towne then steels her audience by preparing 
them for their journey through faith. Many of 
her readers are likely to take this book to a quiet 
place and read it alone. Some may even hide the 
book from their family members if they perceive 
that reading about evolution is not welcome in 
their home. But the very title of her book should 
hearten these people, who are obviously seeking 
knowledge and understanding. Margaret Towne 
is in no way asking anyone to discard faith or 
biblical authority. She is trying to help her readers 
gain an understanding of scripture and science 
at the same time.

When I first received Honest to Genesis, I was 
immediately struck by the very well-conceived 
table of contents. She begins with an outright 
statement of her purpose … to justify the position 
of theistic evolution. She then begins a careful 
explanation of her terminology, which will be 
essential for all future discussions. So many times, 
people argue with each other about evolution, 
when their arguments simply result from a mis-
understanding of terms and definitions. Towne 
especially points out “It is extremely important 
to understand that the subject of life’s origins 
is distinctive from the subject of evolutionary 
change. These two disciplines must be separated 
in the discussions that pertain to evolution and 
creationism … Without doubt scientists have 
much more substantiating data on descent with 
modification (evolution) than they do on life’s 
origins (abiogenesis). Authors or speakers who 
do not distinguish between these two subjects 
perpetrate a deception, muddy the waters, 
and contribute to the misunderstanding that 

prevails in the masses. They suggest that since 
data on origins is minimal, it in turn weakens 
evolutionary theory. Nothing is further from 
the truth.” [36]

Chapter 2 prepares the reader for careful 
thinking as Towne outlines the necessity for 
non-prejudicial thought, reserving judgment, 
and welcoming novel ideas. She calms her read-
ers by discussing the importance of the freedom 
to doubt, and takes care to explain to the reader 
how to evaluate the credibility of sources. This 
chapter would be helpful for students just tack-
ling these issues for the first time. Chapters 3, 4, 
and 5 follow with discussions of the differences 
between belief and faith, and a careful historical 
perspective for the reader, including the church’s 
response to Darwin’s ideas.

I enjoyed the inclusion of a chapter entitled 
“Knowing About the Bible,” since it condenses 
into only 30 pages a great deal of information 
which is largely unknown to most Christians. 
People often imagine that the Bible was simply 
handed over to humans one day or even dictated 
word for word by God. Towne’s explanation of 
biblical history is informative and enjoyable, but 
also crucial to every Christian’s own understand-
ing of the source of biblical authority.

Chapter 7 is a very careful and thorough 
explanation of evolution and its role as a theory in 
modern biology. Especially helpful are the details 
of more modern ideas about evolution, such as 
punctuated equilibrium, which some people have 
wrongly used as evidence that evolution theory 
is wrong. Towne carries the reader through an 
explanation of evidences for evolution from 
geology and paleontology, embryology, molecular 
biology, and observations of organismal structure. 
She makes sure the reader fully understands 
the range of evidence, from viral and microbial 
evolution to include plants and animal evolution, 
not just human evolutionary history.

In her next chapters, Towne addresses the 
ideas of Young-Earth and Old-Earth Creation-
ism, as well as the notions of “Intelligent Design 
Theory.” For each statement made by creationists, 
she has “the evolutionary response.” Creationist 
claims come from a wide range of scientific fields, 
from astronomy, chemistry, geology and physics 
as well as biology, so sometimes it seems as if 
scientists are catching fly balls when trying to 
answer creationist claims. But Margaret Towne 
does an excellent job of tackling each of these 
disparate arguments and negating the creationist 
argument. Not all arguments against evolution 
are scientific, of course, and Towne makes it clear 
that evolution does not negate the importance of 
Jesus’ death and resurrection. She lets us know 
that evolutionists are not secular humanists, that

“Genesis” continues on page 5 >>>

Book
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>>> “Genesis” continued from page 4 
evolution is clearly not the cause of such societal 
problems as crime and atheism.

Importantly, Towne addresses a number of 
questions to the creationists themselves, asking 
them how their arguments could ever stand up to 
scrutiny. These questions are potentially explosive 
and hurtful to creationists, but Towne asks them 
in a fi rm but fair way. The most important part 
of her book though, comes at the end, when she 
discusses areas where creationists and theistic 
evolution can agree, and how God’s message 
to us from Genesis can be integrated with an 
understanding of evolutionary processes. “As 
all things come together for the Christian, there 
are two records that provide insight on origins: 
modern science and the Genesis record. These 
stories can be integrated as Christians hold to a 
God who is Creator, who has designed depend-
able laws and in wisdom has freed these laws 
to operate.” [332] Towne also includes a wide 
array of study helps in the appendixes, such as 
an extremely thorough time line and a list of 
organizations to contact, with creationist groups 
amply represented.

I have been looking for a book such as this 
which might be useful for a study group or Sunday 
School class willing to examine the impact of sci-
ence on their faith. This is the book. It provides 
scientifi c accuracy and theological depth as well 
as a heart for the faith and doubt which people 
bring to this topic.

Dr John F. Haught, Professor of Theology at 
Georgetown University, recommends it as well: 
“A product of mature faith, biological learning, 
critical thinking and theological skill, this valu-
able work also has the merit of being eminently 
readable. Margaret Towne’s book demonstrates 
with great clarity, as well as abundant charity, 
how easily evolution and a robust Christian faith 
can get along. And it does so in a style accessible 
to a wide readership. I would recommend this 
book to parishioners, students, biology teachers, 
seminarians and anyone else who wants an acces-
sible introduction to one of the most important 
issues of the day.”

Honest to Genesis: A Biblical and Scientifi c Challenge to Creationism
by Margaret Gray Towne (ISBN 159286497X) Available from www.amazon.com,
www.barnesandnoble.com or directly from Margaret Towne at towneMG@aol.com
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    HONEST TO GENESIS 
     

      
        

        
       

         
       
           

  
        

         
           

             
      

         
         

        
    

         
       

          
       

         
  

       
        

       
          
  

        
       

  
         

         
            
          

         
        

     
    
     

      
     

        
      

     
 

     
       

        
     

    
      

        
        

       
          

         
    

       
          

       
      

        
        
            

          
           

         
          

     
       

       
       

        
        
         

          
       

         
        

         
        

       
         
   

      
         
         

          
         

          
           

         
       

  
       

      
      

    
     

    
     

      
     

      
      
       

    
      

    
      

         
         

  
      

     

216th General Assembly in Richmond, Virginia — June 26 – July 3, 2004

The PASTCF Executive Board has selected 
three 2004 recipients of the Daniel W. Martin 

‘Science as Christian Vocation’ Award.
Robert E. Hall is from Cary, North Caro-

lina where he is a member of Cary Presbyterian 
Church. His professional fi eld is Mechanical 
Engineering and vocationally he serves as a 
Branch Chief of the Environmental Protection 
Agency. Mr. Hall’s professional career has been  
in the arena of pollution control, air and water 
management. His theology is rooted in a creation 
spirituality that honors humanity’s role as stew-
ards of the earth, not so much having dominion 
over but dominion on behalf of all creation. He 
recently described the foundation of his calling 
this way: “God gave us this planet to live in, to 
build things from and to enjoy. I believe God 
wants us to leave it better than we found it.” 
Whether serving as an elder, deacon, church 
treasurer, chairperson of various committees, 
clerk of session, or commissioner to presbytery, 
Mr. Hall has found a way to engineer a better 
world by bringing together his passionate love for 
God, for the earth, and for brothers and sisters 
of every shade and hue.

Frank Hensley, Ph.D., lives in Phoenix, 
Arizona where he is a member of Orangewood 
Presbyterian Church. His professional fi eld is 
Biology (Herpetology/Ecology) and vocationally 
he is associate professor at Grand Canyon Univer-

sity. Dr. Hensley is expert in ecological teaching, 
research, and advocacy. He believes humans have 
responsibility to God as stewards of creation to 
“tend it and keep it.” Dr. Hensley teaches at a 
Christian university formerly affi liated with the 
Southern Baptist Convention. He instituted and 
teaches a course on biological evolution with full 
scientifi c integrity and also with sensitivity to 
the concerns and worries of often intellectually 
provincial and naïve students, challenging them 
without destroying their faith, and teaching them 
how to do good science in a world increasingly 
shaped by science and technology.

William F. Junkin III, Ph.D., is from Due 
West, South Carolina where he is a member of 
Greenville Presbyterian Church. His professional 
fi eld is Physics, Technology, and Education and 
he serves as Dean for Learning and Technology at 
Erskine College. Dr. Junkin has a long-standing 
commitment to helping underprivileged children 
excel in school. Many parents and teachers have 
told about his impact on young learners. With a 
Ph.D. from MIT, he could teach almost anywhere 
but chose Erskine because he felt larger schools 
were not in as dire need for good physicists. He 
also wanted to interact with students individually 
and be free to express his faith in the broadest 
sense. As a scientist, he serves as a role model 
for students who enter a Christian college feel-
ing that there is a fundamental incompatibility 

between science and religion. Dr. Junkin has 
served several terms on the session, sings in the 
choir, and has taught adult Sunday school on 
numerous occasions. He has consistently modeled 
a life of a faithful Christian from things as simple 
as reading Bible stories to kids at breakfast every 
day to asking whether purchases were examples 
of good stewardship.

Hall, Hensley, and Junkin will be recognized 
at the PASTCF General Assembly luncheon on 
July 1st in Richmond. Douglas F. Ottati, author 
of this issue’s lead article, will be the luncheon’s 
keynote speaker.

Three scientists named Women of Faith
Three women who have lived out their Chris-

tian vocation in the fi eld of science, technology, 
and engineering have been named winners of 
the Presbyterian Church (USA) 2004 Women 
of Faith Awards. The three are Christine Mann 
Darden, an aerospace engineer with NASA; 
Rogene F. Henderson, a toxicologist at the 
Lovelace Respiratory Research Institute; and 
Ruth Rivera Lane, biochemist and CEO of All 
Out Marketing, Inc. Henderson has been instru-
mental in developing biomarkers of respiratory 
diseases, which are used to demonstrate human 
exposure to airborne pollutants. Henderson 
received PASTCF’s ‘Science as Christian Voca-
tion’ award in 2001.
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Gifts Supporting Presence at AAAS

Rev. Richard K. Avery
Ms. Claire L. Beasley

Rev. Dale L. Brubaker
Ms. Dorothy Clark
Dr. Allen C. Dotson

Mr. W. Boone Groves, Jr.
Mr. James C. Hathaway

Mr. Hans J. Hennecke
Mr. Donald J. Hooper
Dr. Edwin C. Jones
Dr. Max A. Lauffer
Dr. Steven W. Mann

Rev. Dr. James F. Martin
Dr. R. Wesley McCoy

Mr. William E. Miller, Jr.
Dr. David P. Pearson

Dr. Margaret F. Pinkston
Mr. Andrew J. Rick-Miller

Dr. Franklin D. Schowengerdt
Mr. R. Charles Stegmeir

Rev. John E. Turpin
Rev. Dr. Walter J. Wilkins

Contributing Members 2003

Rev. John K. Alexander
Rev. Dr. Donald J. Barnes

Rev. Dr. Eugene C Bay
Dr. Donald E. Bedingfeld

Rev. Donald S. Brown
Rev. Charles W. Doak

Dr. Harry W. Ellis
Dr. Joseph W. Eschbach

Dr. Cleveland Kent Evans
Dr. Lawrence R. Gurley
Mr. Richard M. Hadley
Mr. James C. Hathaway

Dr. Jerrad J. Hertzler
Mr. Virgil Hill

Mr. Donald J. Hooper
Dr. Max A. Lauffer

Dr. Joyce Little
Rev. Jill M. Martinez
Rev. John B. McLaren
Dr. Donald E. Myers
Mr. David P. Notley

Prof. Lawrence L. Rauch
Dr. Richard Schlobohm

Mr. Richard H. Sugg, Sr.
Dr. Margaret G. Towne

Mr. Bert Veenendaal

Sustaining Members 2003

Dr. Rogene F. Henderson
Rev. Dr. Kenneth E. McCall

Dr. Robert K. Patterson
Rev. Dr. Barbara A. Pursey

Dr. Derek L. Pursey

Gifts To Support SciTech†

Dr. I. Lehr Brisbin
Mr. Alan H. Carlson

Rev. Dr. Barbara A. Pursey
Dr. Derek L. Pursey

Rev. Arthur M. Suggs
Dr. Margaret G. Towne

Unrestricted Gifts

Mr. K. Paul Davis
Dr. Bert E. Eakin

Mr. Price McD. French
Mr. W. Boone Groves Jr.
Rev. James E. Guthrie

Dr. Rogene F. Henderson
Dr. Katherine P. Henrikson

Rev. Dr. D. William McIvor
Dr. Gordon C. Mills
Dr. Derek L. Pursey

Dr. Arnold Rots
Dr. H. Wade Seaford

Jeremiah Pledges Received In 2003

Rev. Larry A. Angus
Dr. James Bidlack

Rev. Keith I. Brown
Mr. Donald C. Burnham

Rev. Dr. William R. Clough
Mr. K. Paul Davis

Mrs. Penne J. Duncan
Rev. James E. Guthrie

Mr. Virgil Hill
Mr. Kenneth D. Jameson
Mr. Francis E. LaMore

Rev. Dr. Kenneth E. McCall
Dr. Donald E. Myers

Mr. John A. Norris
Mr. David P. Notley

Dr. Franklin D. Schowengerdt
Dr. H. Wade Seaford

Dr. Justine I. Walhout
Rev. Philip J. Weiler

Mr. George H. Wilkening

Giving Honor Roll for 2003
BRAVO!

The PASTCF Executive Board recognizes and thanks members and friends who have “gone the extra mile” in 2003 in one of fi ve ways: 

(1) additional giving to support PASTCF and the Ecumenical Roundtable at the American Association for the Advancement of Sci-

ence annual meeting; (2) joining at a level above the basic $35 membership; (3) contributing for the support of SciTech†; (4) giving vari-

ous unrestricted gifts; and (5) giving to the Jeremiah Fund. This listing refl ects only those contributions received by the Treasurer in 2003.
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THANKS TO DONORS   
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   GNOSTICISM REDUX 

By Larry A. Angus
PASTCF Member

Dan Brown’s book The Da Vinci Code has 
created a lot of interest in the Gnostics. 
A beautiful message from both is that the 

status of women in history has been elevated and 
that in the Christian Church women should have 
a prominent place as clergy. The Gnostics were 
an early form of Christianity that rivaled what 
became known as the Orthodox Church.

For those willing to dig deeper into the 
Gnostics it is possible to see that the fracture 
between science and theology most likely would 
have never happened if their style of faith had 
prevailed.

The Gnostic Gospels were found in Egypt 
in 1945, two years before the discovery of the 
Dead Sea Scrolls. Though the Scrolls got all the 
publicity, the Gnostic Gospels in time will be 
more important. They have changed the facts of 
early Christianity. Dr. Elaine Pagels of Princeton 
University has said these books will transform 
Christianity itself.

Unfortunately, before their “find,” the 
Gnostics had a terrible “press” by the early 
Orthodox Church bishops like Justin Martyr, 
Irenaeus, and Tertullian. For example, Irenaeus 
in his fi ve-volume Against Heresy declares, “Let 
those who blaspheme the Creator — as the 
falsely so called gnostics — be recognized as 
agents of Satan.” Further, he describes them as 
“false persons, evil seducers and hypocrites.” Far 
worse, they were “heretics.”

A heretic (meaning ‘choice’) was one who 
disagreed with the one, true offi cial Creed of the 
early church bishops. Constantine, 
who considered himself “Bishop” 
of those outside the Church, called 
for and fi nanced a Council to meet 
in Nicaea in 325 ce. The Nicene 
Creed became the offi cial belief and 
interpretation of Christ. Eusebius, 
present at the Council, reported it 
was Constantine who insisted the 
words “of the same substance” (which 
made God and Christ the same) be a 
part of the Nicene Creed. This Creed 
became the standard for Christian 
belief; there were to be no exceptions. Bishops 
who didn’t agree with its theological position 
were excommunicated; some were exiled!

Beyond theological debate, Constantine, an 
unscrupulous and murderous emperor, who had 
killed his eldest son, second wife, and others, 

gained political control of both church and state. 
Rome became the center of Christianity, and all 
the male bishops declared the Orthodox (mean-
ing ‘correct’) interpretation as literally the way 
to be a true Christian. Then in 367 ce, Bishop 
Athanasius set twenty seven books (today’s New 
Testament) as Christian “canon,” ordering in his 
Easter letter that other Christian writings be 
destroyed. Amazingly, this unbelievable decree 
was successful until 1945.

Other Christian gospels and writings had 
been known to exist primarily by reference in 
writings of the early church bishops. In addi-
tion to calling other writings than 
their own heretical, they slandered 
the Gnostics as idealist, dualist, and 
elitist, charges blindly accepted by 
subsequent historians. Even today 
mention the word “Gnostics” and 
the image conveyed is far out, new 
agers, and still “heretics.”

However, the Gnostic scriptures, 
written in the same time period as 
the New Testament, but only avail-
able to all in English since 1990 in a 
collection called the Nag Hammadi 
Library, speak for themselves.

What is now known is that the 
Gnostic style was free, independent, diverse, 
emphasizing Christian experience over dogmatic 
belief. The Gnostics were seekers, open to new 
knowledge, not fi xated on the past but trusted 
the “living Christ.” They had strange ideas and 
myths, but never did they lock these in stone 
as unchangeable truth. If Constantine and the 

Orthodox Church fathers had allowed 
or chosen the Gnostic style, Chris-
tianity would have a different face, 
one in which science and theology 
would celebrate each other. There 
are some powerful arguments for 
such a relationship from the Gnostic 
scriptures.

Instead of a literal belief system, 
which said the Bible was the irrefut-
able, infallible authority for that which 
was real and true, the Gnostics had a 
wider view. The Gnostics did not bind 

the interpretation of Christ and what was true 
for heaven and earth to only the “holy books” 
selected and approved by the Orthodox. The 
Gnostics taught that another place to fi nd God 
was within oneself and also without. A quote 
from the Gospel of Thomas declares, “Jesus said, 
the kingdom is inside you, and it is outside of 

you.” And immediately it says, quoting Jesus, 
“When you come to know yourself, then you will 
be known.” Finding God was not simply limited 
to a book or words but was a search for truth 
for oneself and the world. Faith was a personal 
responsibility, a trust and direct experience with 
God, not simply a belief in God or not. The 
Gnostic style of faith was not about fi nalizing 
beliefs but was seeking for what was true and real. 
Such a dynamic style would have been open to 
learning, change, new knowledge, and scientifi c 
reality. Unfortunately a static style of faith pre-
vailed, accepting whatever the Church by its own 

power and authority declared as 
the “gospel truth.”

A popular charge throughout 
history has been that the Gnostics 
believed human beings and the 
material world were all evil. Just as 
some totally believe in original sin 
today, some Gnostics did believe 
such, but certainly not all. Indeed 
almost all believed there was an 
innate capacity to know God 
within us. And further, we have 
a responsibility or choice to bring 
forth the divine. Saying #70 of the 
Gospel of Thomas reads, “Jesus said, 

That which you have will save you, if you bring 
it forth from yourselves.” So the question has 
to be asked, if one place we fi nd God is within 
ourselves, how can we be all evil?

Additionally it could be argued against the 
Gnostics, if God’s Spirit is within us, why don’t 
we just look within ourselves and forget about 
the rest of the world? One might say the world 
doesn’t matter since it is evil and we don’t have to 
listen to what science reveals. Against all evidence 
we could say the earth was created 4,000 years 
ago, the human species was just plopped down 
by God, and according to the Bible the earth 
doesn’t move ( poor Galileo!).

Not limiting the interpretation of what is 
real to the authority of the Bible, the Gnostics 
also teach that Jesus said God is found outside 
ourselves as well. The Gospel of Thomas, saying 
#77, “Jesus said, Split a piece of wood, and I 
am there. Lift up the stone, and you will fi nd 
me there.”

Yes, it is hard to say all Gnostics believed 
the world and its material makeup was “evil.” 
“Lift up the stone” and you might fi nd God’s 
revelation even beyond yourself, the Bible, and 
the dictates of the Church.

“Gnosticism” continues on page 8 >>>

Science and the Gnostics

or chosen the Gnostic style, Chris-
tianity would have a different face, 
one in which science and theology 
would celebrate each other. There 
are some powerful arguments for 
such a relationship from the Gnostic 
scriptures.

which said the Bible was the irrefut-
able, infallible authority for that which 
was real and true, the Gnostics had a 
wider view. The Gnostics did not bind 
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God and the New Biology
July 19-25, 2004

Evolutionary theory is regarded by most biolo-
gists as one of the great unifying principles of 
their science. Why is this topic so controver-

sial? Is it consistent with God creating human-
kind in God’s image? Some Christians wish high 
school biology teaching to include creationist 
perspectives. Is this just a matter of fairness? 
What is “intelligent design”? Is it a legitimate 
scientifi c alternative to evolution?

The genetic revolution and biotechnology 
also raise theological and ethical questions. In 
the United States it is hard to avoid products 
made from genetically modifi ed plants. Should 
Christians be concerned? Cloning of animals for 
commercial purposes is becoming widespread. 
Is it okay to clone animals, but wrong to clone 
human beings? Some people distinguish between 
“reproductive cloning” and “therapeutic cloning.” 
Does this make a difference? Ethical, theological, 
and pastoral concerns arise over gene therapy and 
stem cell research. Where is God in all of this?

Leaders: Barbara Pursey (Ph.D. in organic 
chemistry from UCLA and M.Div. from the 
University of Dubuque Theological Seminary) 
taught and did research in chemistry/biochem-
istry at several universities. Later, she was on 
the UDTS faculty for 10 years before retiring, 
teaching spiritual formation, Christian educa-
tion, and science and faith. Derek Pursey (Ph.
D. in theoretical physics from the University 
of Glasgow) taught and conducted research in 
physics for 42 years at several universities. He 
retired from Iowa State University after 29 years 
on the physics faculty. Wesley McCoy (Ph.D. 
in biology from Georgia State University) won 
the Presidential Award for Excellence in Science 
Teaching and the National Evolution Education 
Award from the National Association of Biol-
ogy Teachers. A respected high school teacher, 
he was involved in controversy over including 
“intelligent design” theory in his school’s sci-
ence curriculum. He will provide a “report from 
the trenches” and suggestions for dealing with 
similar controversies.

Information at http://www.ghostranch.
org./pdfs/winter04/week6.pdf and http://www.
ghostranch.org./pdfs/winter04/sf_registration.pdf.
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PASTCF AT GHOST RANCH    
>>> “Gnosticism” continued from page 7

But didn’t the Gnostics separate the mate-
rial and spiritual worlds? This dualism was a 
classic charge of the Church fathers. Some even 
portrayed most Gnostics as believing Jesus was 
only a spiritual being, not a real person. Read 
the Gnostic materials which witness over and 
over to a real Jesus, and even a Jesus who kissed 
Mary Magdalene often!

And as for dualism, it was the Orthodox 
bishops who said if you simply “believe” you get 
to the other world. If you are a Christian, you are 
good, if not, you are bad; believe as we do or go to 
hell. Like today’s fundamentalist, whose formula 
seems to refl ect the classic scientifi c approach 
of everything being either true or false, so the 
Orthodox exemplifi ed the dualism of truth, life 
and certainly belief as either/or.

Certainly there is true or false, but the likes 
of quantum physics do expand even science 
beyond dualism. Today it is diffi cult to know how 
the spiritual and material actually combine but 
listen to a most interesting teaching from  the 
Gospel of Philip:

Light and darkness, life and death, right 
and left, are brothers of one another. They 
are inseparable. Because of this neither are 
the good good, nor the evil evil, nor is life 
life, death death.

Both philosophers and scientists have to love the 
polarities and paradoxes evident in this intriguing 
and complex passage.

Though it would be a stretch to say Gnostics 
saw the world as neutral as most scientists do 
today, it is a sham to say they saw the world as 
black and white. In fact, they did not see God 
as male or female, but as androgynous, and even 
beyond as Spirit. God is portrayed beyond our 
knowledge. In a very paradoxical 
hymn, “The Thunder: Perfect 
Mind,” a feminine voice from 
God declares, “I am the silence 
that is incomprehensible.” Yet, it 
is clear we can know God in part, 
but not completely, refl ections of 
1 Corinthians 13 and quotations 
from Einstein.

Knowing oneself was a critical 
theme of the Gnostics if one was 
to know God and be a seeker of 
Christ in one’s lifetime. Unlike 
the teachings of the fundamen-
talist, who say to know yourself 
is to know how bad you are, the 
Gnostics’ view was different. As the Gospel of 
Philip teaches, knowing oneself helps to check 
the excesses you love too much and hurt you, but 
more importantly one does so to bring forth the 
good and divine within you.

Carl Jung, the Swiss psychologist, was drawn 
heavily to the Gnostics (the fi rst Gnostic book is 
called the Jungian Codex) because of the arche-
typal “knowing oneself ” themes. Many literary 
fi gures like Herman Melville were also intrigued 
by the Gnostics. Yet beyond intellectuals it is 
not too diffi cult to deduce that if one is to know 
oneself, we also need to know the world which is 
a part of us but also apart from us. Though the 
Gnostics did not have the luxury of the knowledge 
and wisdom of science, it is hard to argue they 
would not have loved science today.

Though the Orthodox love to charge the 
Gnostics as intellectual and elitist because they 
emphasized “special” knowledge, it is clear the 
Gnostics were open to all knowledge. Indeed, it 
was the Orthodox who literally claimed they had 
the corner on truth and that the Church knew 
it all! Never did the Gnostics gather to say their 
knowledge (gnosis) was exclusive. In fact, most 
of their teachings were elusive like most of the 
teachings of Jesus in the canonical Bible. They 
did not freeze history or idolize a past event. 
They were even known to question their faith. 
Genuine faith was always contemporary, fl owing 
with time and knowledge. It was essential to use 
one’s mind and brain.

My favorite passage from the Gnostic mate-
rial is from the Gospel of Mary (Magdalene). Mary 
asks Jesus how does one see the vision, through 
the soul or spirit? The Gospel of Mary says, “The 
Savior answered and said, He does not see through 
the soul or spirit, but the mind which is between 
the two.” In other words, if we are to know the 
truth of ourselves, the world, and God, we must 
use our God-given brains and incorporate the 
revelations from science.

The Gnostics were seekers of truth! In 
religion, as in science, they kept 
the door of truth “ajar.” (Richard 
Feynman)

Today, the challenge from 
the Gnostic material shouldn’t be 
to promote “Gnosticism.” Even 
Andrew suggests in the Gospel 
of Mary there are many “strange 
ideas.” Just adopting their beliefs 
as truth would go against their 
own principles and Christ’s call to 
faith. Yet their style of being open, 
creative, intelligent and seeking 
is similar to today’s scientifi c 
approach. Adopting the Gnostic 
style of faith, moving beyond the 

boundaries, but not the lessons of the past, allows 
us as Christians to be honest with ourselves, the 
world, and God.

Reading the Nag Hammadi Library is a
“Gnosticism” continues on page 11 >>>
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By Ross U. Robinson
PASTCF Member

Jimmy Ray Slaughter is on Death Row in 
McAlester, Oklahoma. His case is under 

appeal but with a coming twist of implications 
well beyond the usual.

His attorneys have had Dr. Lawrence 
Farwell test him using a new technique called 
“Brain Fingerprinting.” This is a technique of 
considerable promise using the p300 brain wave 
to determine recognition of objects, phrases, and 
scenes related to the crime. Slaughter failed to 
have the pattern of recognition of one who com-
mitted the crime.

The issue demands special attention since 
Oklahoma’s involvement is considerably larger 
than just the Slaughter case. Nationally, it will 
be the first death penalty case involving this new 
technology, which is yet to be fully validated either 
by the scientific community or by significant 
decisions of the court system. If the Slaughter 
case reaches the clemency appeal stage, it is 
almost certain to attract national attention. The 
Governor and the Oklahoma Pardon and Parole 
Board, in all likelihood, will be the first to be 
faced with a new set of questions about clemency 
based on these advanced techniques.

The IMPACT Committee of the Oklahoma 
Conference of Churches is urging prompt 
attention to the case and to the technique. It 
is encouraging, within the next few months, 
scientific review, legislative action, and careful 
study of the matter by those likely to be in the 
spotlight of national attention.

The website of Brain Fingerprinting Labo-
ratories, Inc., while obviously not a disinterested 
party to the subject, nonetheless presents some 
interesting information. BFL claims that Brain 
Fingerprinting® creates a new paradigm in 
criminal justice.

“A critical task of the criminal justice system 
is to determine who has committed a crime. The 
key difference between a guilty party and an 
innocent suspect is that the perpetrator of the 
crime has a record of the crime stored in their 
brain, and the innocent suspect does not. Until 
the invention of Brain Fingerprinting® testing, 
there was no scientifically valid way to detect 
this fundamental difference.

“Brain Fingerprinting testing does not prove 
guilt or innocence. That is the role of a judge and 

jury. The technology gives the judge and jury new, 
scientifically valid evidence to help them arrive 
at their decision. DNA evidence and fingerprints 
are available in only about 1% of major crimes. 
It is estimated that Brain Fingerprinting testing 
will apply in approximately 60 to 70% of these 
major crimes. The impacts on the criminal justice 
system will be profound.”

Among the frequently asked questions on the 
website are: 1. How accurate is Brain Finger-
printing testing? (Extremely accurate because 
it tests for p300, associated in the brain with 
whether or not specific information “is there.”)

2. What if the person knows about the 
crime because he was there as a witness and 
not a perpetrator? (The technique establishes 
a person’s presence at a crime scene but cannot 
determine actual involvement in the crime.)

3. What if a suspect read about the crime in 
the newspaper? (Such general knowledge does 
not affect the test.)

Brain Fingerprinting appears to be finding 
increasing use in the criminal justice system. 
For example, this technique helped to bring 
serial killer J. B. Grinder to justice fifteen years 
after the commission of the crime. The Brain 
Fingerprinting test administered to Grinder 
found that the specific details of the crime were 
recorded in his brain as “information present,” 
with a statistical confidence level of 99.9%. 
This means that the record stored in Grinder’s 
brain matched the details of the crime scene of 
the murder of Julie Helton. Following the test 
results, Grinder faced an almost certain convic-
tion and probable death sentence. Grinder pled 
guilty to the rape and murder of Julie Helton in 

exchange for a life sentence without parole. He 
is currently serving that sentence. In addition, 
Grinder then confessed to the unsolved mur-
ders of several other young women. (For more 
information see http://www.brainwavescience.
com/criminal-justice.php.)

In February the BBC published on its website 
a story about the Slaughter case. (See http://news-
vote.bbc.co.uk/mpapps/pagetools/print/news.
bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/3495433.stm.)

The BBC article reports that the technique 
of brain fingerprinting “has already been tested 
by the FBI and has now become part of the key 
evidence to overturn the murder conviction of 
Jimmy Ray Slaughter who is facing execution 
in Oklahoma.

“Brain Fingerprinting, developed by Dr 
Larry Farwell, chief scientist and founder of 
Brain Fingerprinting Laboratories, is a method 
of reading the brain’s involuntary electrical activ-
ity in response to a subject being shown certain 
images relating to a crime.

“Unlike the polygraph or lie detector to which 
it is often compared, the accuracy of this tech-
nology lies in its ability to pick up the electrical 
signal, known as a p300 wave, before the suspect 
has time to affect the output.”

According to the BBC, Dr. Farwell said, “It 
is highly scientific [and] doesn’t have anything 
to do with the emotions, whether a person is 
sweating or not; it simply detects scientifically if 
that information is stored in the brain. It doesn’t 
depend upon the subjective interpretation of 
the person conducting the test. The computer 
monitors the information and comes up with 
information present or information absent.”

Blind testing of subjects using words and 
phrases that only an FBI agent would know, 
showed that the actual FBI agents could be 
identified with 100% accuracy.

The BBC noted that critics of brain finger-
printing believe it needs far more refinement 
before cases are won and lost on its evidence. 
Needless to say, Dr Farwell disagrees.

So is Jimmy Ray Slaughter guilty or inno-
cent?

“What I can say definitively from a scientific 
standpoint, is that Jimmy Ray Slaughter’s brain 
does not contain a record of some of the most 
salient details about the murder for which he’s 
been convicted and sentenced to death,” says 
Dr. Farwell.

OKL AHOMA AND BRAIN FINGERPRINTING

Guilty or Innocent?
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>>> “Mars” continued from page 1
allowed us to place ourselves at the center. “Yes,” 
we might say, “the cosmos is indeed vast. But it 
appears to be mostly cold, dark, and inhospitable. 
When it comes to life and, most especially, to 
the conscious and comparatively intelligent life 
of our own species, we simply have no evidence 
that there is anything like it anywhere else. 
Moreover, precisely because we are intelligent, we 
are able to appreciate God’s cosmos as no other 
creature can. We seem fashioned to appreciate it, 
and it seems fashioned to be appreciated by us. 
Indeed, the recent explorations of Mars seem a 
rather good example of our distinctive capacity 
for appreciation.”

But this is where the evidence for ice comes 
in. Even in face of a vast and mysterious cosmos, it 
has seemed possible to maintain that Earth is the 
only known biosphere and also the only location 
of what we sometimes call “intelligent life.” But 
where there’s ice, there’s water, and where there’s 
water … there may indeed be a biosphere. Of 
course, this need not mean that Mars either has or 
does support life in anything like the variety and 
developed forms present on Earth. But remember 
that, in cosmic terms anyway, Mars is incredibly 
near by. So, if there is another biosphere in our 
immediate neighborhood, might there be many 
others scattered near and far? And, if there are 
many others, is it possible or even somewhat likely 
that at least some have, do, or will support life in 
something like the variety and complexity that 
Earth does? But if this is true, then, the cosmos 

is not simply cold, dark, and inhospitable. If this 
is true, then, when it comes to life and perhaps 
even appropriately appreciative intelligent life, 
it’s not all and only about us.

This can be an unsettling thought. We seem 
chronically to assume that we are at the center of 
things, and our assumption seems partly due to 
our finite perceptual equipment. (Stand up, open 
your eyes, turn around in a circle, and you will 
be at the center of all you see.) In addition, more 
than a few theologians have tended to picture 
“the world as the theatre of human history.”2 And, 
of course, one might read the biblical narrative 
as ineluctably human-centered. Within days of 
creating light, God makes humans. With the 
appearance of Adam and Eve, history becomes 
the story of human salvation, and humans are 
present on Earth right up to the apocalypse.

But there is another theological vision worth 
considering. John Calvin claimed that the world 
is the magnificent theatre, not of human history, 
but of God’s glory. Indeed, said Calvin, “wherever 
you cast your eyes, there is no spot in the universe 
wherein you cannot discern at least some sparks of 
his glory.”3 Jonathan Edwards claimed, in rather 
typical Calvinist fashion but also in a distinctly 
creative fashion for a Calvinist, that God’s chief 
end in creating the world is God’s own glory, 
and that genuine piety hinges on a sense for the 
divine excellence. Both men thought that we 
are equipped to appreciate a world that is not 
centered on us. Both believed that the Bible 
supported them on this point. And, even if it no 

longer seems plausible to insist that we humans 
occupy center stage, even if it appears that the 
Lord of the cosmos has purposes beyond our 
imagining, something like their God-centered 
vision remains a live theological option. God’s 
own glory. Perhaps the recent news from Mars 
will help us to better appreciate it.

Douglas F. Ottati is M. E. Pemberton Professor of 
Theology at Union Theological Seminary & Presby-
terian School of Christian Education in Richmond, 
Virginia. His scholarly interests include contemporary 
theology and ethics, as well as the history of theology 
and ethics, particularly in America. A ruling elder 
in the Presbyterian Church (USA), he is co-general 
editor of the multi-volume series, The Library of 
Theological Ethics. His latest books are Reforming 
Protestantism: Christian Commitment in Today’s 
World, and Hopeful Realism: Recovering The 
Poetry of Theology.

1Hans Kung, Credo: The Apostles’ Creed Explained for Today (New 
York: Doubleday, 1992) 162.

2The quote comes from Gaudium et Spes (“The Pastoral Constitu-
tion of the Church in the Modern World”) in Vatican Council II: The 
Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, New Revised Edition, Austin 
Flannery, O.P., General Editor (Northport, N.Y.: Costello Publishing 
Company, 1975) 904. However, the general idea is present in a good 
many modern theologians and Bible scholars.

3Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1.5.1, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, 
ed. John T. McNeill (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960) 52.

© Copyright 2004 by Douglas F. Ottati and the Witherspoon 
Society. Reprinted by permission from Witherspoon Network News, 
Vol. XXIV, No. 1, winter 2004.

>>> “Contingency” continued from page 2
in exact detail. Yet only very limited aspects of 
the whole effort — those that a different team 
in a different location with different personal 
dynamics and different equipment might also 
find — are scientifically relevant.

Our free will and God’s action in the 
world are expressed by making choices among 
contingent possibilities. Some theologians seek 
to find a scientifically plausible mechanism for 
this (the “causal joint”). I believe this effort to 
be misconceived.

A truly free choice among contingent 
alternatives cannot be part of nature’s regularity, 
and must be beyond the possibility of scientific 
understanding. Human choice is correlated with 
much brain activity, but if free will is genuine it 
must be more than just the firing of neurons. 
Likewise, although God’s action has aspects that 
can be studied scientifically, it too cannot be fully 
explained in scientific terms.

The uniqueness of Jesus as both fully divine 
and fully human fits nicely into the picture of 
reality that I have sketched here. However, that 

leads further into theology than is appropriate 
in this essay.

At a more everyday level, God’s action in 
contingent events is what we call providence. 
Since most contingent events may be completely 
random, the presence of God in an event will be 
apparent only through the eyes of faith. Here is 
a personal example. Recently my wife Barbara 
was returning from a presbytery committee 
meeting, in pouring rain, along a limited access 
highway. The engine of her car gave out at the 
only exit for about fifty miles that had a nearby 
truck stop.

As she plodded through the rain, some folks 
returning from a church meeting gave her a lift 
to the truck stop. They recommended a towing 
service and the driver checked back later to 
make sure that she was okay. So many things 
were contingent — the car could have broken 
down between exits and far from any help. The 
people who helped her could have been five 
minutes earlier or five minutes later. They might 
have ignored her or wished to harm her rather 
than help. Many other contingencies could have 

brought about a wholly different and much less 
fortunate outcome.

A skeptic emphasizes all of these alternatives 
— the bad things that might have happened 
instead of the good things that did happen — and 
sees the chain of events as no more than a set of 
fortunate coincidences. But to the eyes of faith, 
the important thing is what did happen, not what 
might have happened but didn’t.

Were these events part of God’s providence? 
What do you think?

The regularity of nature studied by science, 
genuine contingency, and the uniqueness of 
individual happenings, are all intrinsic aspects 
of reality, each independent of the other two, 
each equally significant. Every event shares in 
all three aspects, each one essential for complete 
understanding. This understanding of reality fully 
respects science, but not scientism — the view 
that everything without exception can be fully 
explained, at least in principle, in scientific terms. 
It also makes room for the exercise of free will by 
humans (and probably other creatures), and for 
God to act providentially in the universe.=
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pen•ultimatepen•
Over the years that I’ve published or edited 

SciTech†, I’ve not contributed much con-
tent to these pages. I’ve originated only a 

half dozen or so pieces of any substance and all 
but one of those was quite short. This contrasts 
with Dan Martin, the founding editor of this 
newsletter. He edited the fi rst twelve issues and 
generated signifi cant portions of the copy, so 
much so that even though he was involved with 
less than one-third of our issues to date, he is still 
the second highest contributor of content.

There may be two reasons for my relative lack 
of written productivity. First is simple busyness. 
As a working pastor I always have plenty to do 
and the time I’ve had available for working on 
things related to PASTCF has been, for the most 
part, taken up with publishing or producing 
this newsletter. With the exception of the very 
fi rst issue, I worked with Dan Martin to do the 
desktop publishing, printing, and distribution of 
each issue of SciTech†. That pattern applied to 
the twelve issues that Dan edited and continued 
when I took over the editorship in 1997.* All 
the time I could devote to SciTech† was taken 
up with publishing and mailing.

But the second reason I haven’t written much 
is more signifi cant. I am not a scientist or trained 
in scientifi c things. Other than some math classes 
in high school and college, one high school physics 
class, and Geology 101 when I was a college senior 
because I needed to have one more science credit 
to fulfi ll my degree requirements, well, that’s it! 
The sum total of my scientifi c training amounts 
to almost nothing. The result is I have little to add 
to the science/technology/faith conversation. Oh, 
I can handle the “faith” part. That is, after all, my 
fi eld of expertise. It’s the science and technology 
stuff that is harder to deal with.

Part of the dilemma for me is not wanting 
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*Beginning in 2002 Derek Pursey secured the 
services of a print shop in Dubuque to print and 
mail each issue after I complete the document 
with desktop publishing software. This has 
greatly reduced the effort of printing and mailing.

to say things that are unintelligent either bibli-
cally or scientifi cally. I think I’m on pretty safe 
ground biblically and theologically. But for lack 
of education, I walk on quicksand scientifi cally.

There is some comfort in knowing that the 
dilemma is not unique to me. Read back through 
the last three or four of Derek Pursey’s “President’s 
Corner” and you’ll see him wrestling with the 
connection of science and faith. It is the explicit 
or implicit subject of many articles in SciTech†, 
including several pieces I’ve printed in recent 
issues on so-called Intelligent Design theory.

I remember a talk show some years ago, 
perhaps “Nightline” or something like that, which 
dealt with creation. There were several guests, 
one of whom was Jerry Falwell. The subject of 
the Big Bang came up and when it was Rev. 
Falwell’s turn to comment, he said something 
like this. “Well, I’m just a country preacher and 
we don’t believe in the Big Bang or anything like 
that. We believe that one morning God got up, 
pulled on his overalls, and created the universe 
before breakfast.”

At least, that’s how I remember what he 
said and I commented to myself then and to 
others since that Falwell’s statement was both 
biblically and scientifi cally illiterate. But … and 
this is a fairly big but … as a preacher I don’t 
entirely disagree with the good reverend. Even 
though we would not share much theological or 
hermeneutical common ground, I don’t read Jerry 
Falwell out of the ranks of Christian believers (I’m 
not sure what he would do with me). And while 
I think his comment about creation is inelegant 
and not how I would put it in a sermon, I have 
to admit his comments fi t into the same universe 
as Genesis 2 which pictures God getting down 
in the mud to sculpt a biped into whose nostrils 
God breathed life. Genesis 2 is more poetic than 

Falwell and exhibits more theological depth and 
polish. But the “country preacher” and Genesis 
2 are talking the same language.

Which leads to the thorny question of how 
those of us whose language training is theological 
and biblical can talk intelligently about science, 
at best a second language for some of us and for 
most of us a language where, like many American 
tourists in foreign lands, the best we can do is say 
the equivalent of por favor, gracias, and ¿Dónde 
está el baño?

The problem isn’t just for preachers or other 
folks who have religious faith and little if any 
scientifi c or technological training or educa-
tion. Each year since 1998 the Association has 
presented the “Science as Christian Vocation” 
awards to worthy Presbyterian scientists, tech-
nologists, or science educators. (See http://www.
pastcf.org/martin.html for a list of awardees.) 
Each year the Executive Board reviews a good 
number of nominees for the award. In addition 
to expertise in science or technology, we are look-
ing for persons who can clearly articulate that 
their scientifi c or technological work is a calling 
from God. Many cannot so articulate. They may 
be excellent in their professional fi eld and they 
may be fi ne Christian men or women. But they 
have diffi culty describing their vocation in even 
rudimentary theological terms.

So the problem pertains to “both sides.” 
I’m reminded of the line, “What language shall 
I borrow … ” from the great Lenten hymn by 
Bernard of Clairvaux. What language shall we 
borrow to talk meaningfully about faith, science, 
and technology? Margaret Towne’s new book, 
reviewed elsewhere in this issue, is one major 
attempt to give better voice to our conversation. 
Much of what appears in SciTech† has the same 
goal. And I hope, at least from time to time, 
to use this penultimate page to also contribute 
something meaningful to the conversation.=

>>> “Gnosticism” continued from page 8
challenging but worthwhile task. However, it is 
most helpful to read fi rst any of Elaine Pagels’ 
books which include her best seller Beyond 
Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas. Karen King 
of Harvard University has now published an in-
depth study What Is Gnosticism? In contrast to 
the many who want to put the Gnostics in a box, 
her fi rst chapter is entitled, “Why Gnosticism Is 
So Hard to Defi ne.” Internet search engines will 
fi nd many related websites including my own, 

“gnosticschristians.com.”
The revival of a gnostic style of faith will 

take some educating because many still want 
to stereotype and categorize gnosticism as an 
ancient, unbiblical, and erroneous theology. But 
the fact is the Gnostics had a wide diversity of 
thought and it was their style that united them, 
not their beliefs.

All of us have beliefs but the gnostic style 
would argue that one’s own belief or even reli-
gious experience is never absolute, ultimate, 

or fi nal. In a similar way, it would argue that 
science doesn’t have all the answers either. But 
science must be allowed to inform and deepen 
our Christian knowledge of ourselves and God. 
The Gnostic scriptures do not negate the books 
of the Bible but extend the story and our view 
of early responses to the Christ. For many of us 
whose style, for instance, is not evangelical or new 
age but “gnostic,” this freeing of faith allows us 
to learn from science and to trust the close and 
real living Christ.
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This image mosaic from the panoramic camera on the Mars Exploration Rover Opportunity shows the distant horizon from Opportunity’s position inside 
a small crater at Meridiani Planum. To the left is a large crater about 700 meters away from the landing site and approximately 200 meters in diameter.

By Douglas F. Ottati, Ph.D.
Union Theological Seminary & Presbyterian School of Christian Education

A s I write, this is the latest from the red planet. 
The Mars rover, Opportunity, has landed 
and begun transmitting pictures and other 

information. NASA has restored contact with 
its twin, Spirit, and an orbiter belonging to the 
European Union has found strong evidence of 
ice near the south pole.

Ice? On Mars? The news may not rock your 
worldview, but it’s enough to make us think again 
about some implications of modern cosmologies. 
For one thing, where there’s ice, there’s water. 
And, where there’s water …

Earlier Christians often envisioned them-
selves at the center of a comparatively cozy 
cosmos. Consider the ancient, three-layered 
picture: heaven above, earth in the middle, and 
hell below. Over the centuries, however, scien-
tifi c theories and fi ndings have contributed to a 
drastically different outlook. The Copernican, 
heliocentric theory of the universe displaced 
Earth and human beings from the center of the 
planetary system — a suffi ciently disturbing 
prospect to have contributed to Galileo’s later 
troubles with the church. What’s more, our 
displacement seems only to have been radicalized 
by the stunning expansion in our picture of the 
cosmos courtesy of calculations concerning its 
expansion from a big bang, as well as fi ndings 
by means of telescopes, satellites, space travel, 
and space probes. The distances are staggering, 

and the cosmos that we envision today no longer 
seems cozy so much as unimaginably vast.

There is also the matter of time. Our forebears 
may have found it plausible to fi gure the age of 
the Earth in handfuls of thousands of years. But 
today, our calculations need to take into account 
evolutionary biology and geology, not to mention 
theories and fi ndings concerning the origins of 
matter, stars, and planets. One result is that we 
now speak of years in the billions. To help us 
picture this, my geologist friend, George Fisher, 
suggests that we convert the history of the cosmos 
and planet Earth into a more familiar distance. 
Suppose that we “locate” the big bang on a South 
Pacifi c Island near the eastern coast of Australia, 
and then travel toward Virginia. Human history 
would begin only a few yards away from where 
I am now sitting in Richmond.

Some interesting theological questions 
emerge in light of the vast expansion of our 
picture of the cosmos. For one thing, on the 
ancient three-layered picture, heaven and hell 
could be thought of as literal places or spaces, 
one above the clouds, the other below ground. 
But today, cosmologically speaking , we no longer 
seem able to say which way is up. Small wonder 
that the theologian, Hans Kung, says “the naïve 
anthropomorphic notion of a heaven above the 
clouds is now impossible for us.” So, how shall 
we think of it? Says Kung, “the heaven of faith 
is not a place but a mode of being” together with 
the infi nite God who cannot be located in space 
or limited by time.”1

There is another, even more fundamental 
question. Suppose we assume (as I expect we 
must) that the great God of glory is Lord of 
the entire cosmos. Thus the space that God 
orders and brings into being is the vast cosmic 
space of stars and planetary systems and galaxies 
and nebula. The time that God governs is the 
immense history of cosmos. Does it then make 
sense to insist that we humans, who inhabit a 
small planet in an obscure corner of a galaxy, 
are the crown of creation? Does it make sense 
to maintain that human beings and their fate 
comprise God’s chief end?

The case against seems rather strong, and it 
is partly a matter of proportion. All the world 
may be a stage, but isn’t God’s cosmos, as we 
have now come to know it, a rather outsized 
stage for the drama of human life and history? 
On a stage so vast, might there not be other 
dramas, realities, and developments of equal or 
even greater importance that have taken place, 
are taking place, or have yet to take place? Again, 
aren’t we saying that the cosmos and even planet 
Earth were around for billions of years before 
human beings appeared on the scene? Aren’t we 
also saying that different species have emerged 
on Earth, survived and/or fl ourished, and then 
gone extinct? Isn’t it possible or perhaps even 
likely that the human species also will come to 
an end well before the cosmos does?

Maybe so. Yet there has been at least one way 
that even the modern portrait of a vast cosmos

“Mars” continues on page 10 >>>

The News from Mars


