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Science and the Spiritual Quest

by Barbara A. Pursey
PASTCF Board Member

unique conference on science
and faith 1ssues was held June 7-
10 on the campus of University
of California in Berkeley. Hosted by the
Center for Theology and the Natural Sci-
ences (CTNS) and underwritten by the
Templeton Foundation, the conference
titled “Science and the Spiritual Quest,”
brought together several hundred people
to hear over two dozen scientists and en-
gineers from many fields—high energy
physics and cosmology to biology and com-
puter science. Many of the speakers are of
international stature in their fields.
Some who may be better known to
PASTCF members included Arthur
Peacocke, John Polkinghorne, Andrei
Linde, George Sudarshan, John Barrow,
Rustum Roy, Allan Sandage, Charles
Townes, Anne Foerst, and Lindon Eaves.
Bob Russell and Mark Richardson of
CTNS introduced the theme of the con-
ference, “When Scientists Speak: Explor-
ing the Frontiers of Science and
Spirituality.” They also shepherded the
full conference schedule in a gracious and
timely manner. In most cases, presenta-
tions of one-half hour were followed by
panel discussion with the speakers.

PASTCF board members Derek and Bar-

bara Pursey attended, and participated
fully in the lively interactions with speak-
ers and fellow conferees.

Topics included: points of creative in-
teraction between science and the spiri-
tual quest, exploring common ground in
the experience and practice of science and
religion, considering whether science of-
fers evidence of purpose or transcendent
reality, science and morality, reduction-
1sm vs. holism, the distinctiveness of be-
ing human, and looking to new frontiers
in science and spirituality. A rich diet!

Several aspects of this conference made
itunique. First, the faith base of the speak-
ers was Western monotheism, not Chris-
tianity per se. [t was extraordinarily fruitful
to listen to Christians, Jews, Muslims, or
secularized persons from those traditions,
wrestle with contemporary science chal-
lenges to their faith traditions and spiri-
tual practices. There was a lot of common
ground. Second, the focus was on spiritu-
ality, not theology. The heart rather than
the head was the place of encounter. Con-
tributions were made in a spirit of humil-
ity and adventure rather than advocacy or
polemic. This made for a very harmonious
3H days. There was real convergence on
the level of spiritual experience and prac-
tice. Theology, the usual dialogue part-
ner, was not explicitly represented, though
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In Memoriam

Daniel W. Martin

S ciTecht is sad to inform read-
ers of the death on January 7,
1999 of Dr. Daniel W. Martin:
Christian, husband, father, scien-
st
Dan was the founding wice
president and newsletter editor of
PASTCEF. Before the association
began, he chaired ifs predecessor,
the Working Group on Faith and
Science of the General Assembly ;
\ Council’s former Theology and |
Worship ministry unit. |
. Dan was beloved husband of '
 Martha Martin, father of two
daughters and one son, and grand-
father of eight.
As an acoustical physicist and ‘
long time active churchman, Dan |

made an enduring contribution to
‘ helping the Presbyterian Church
| givegreater attention to the bound-
| ary between faith and life in rela-

tion to science and technology.

He was a good friend to all of us |
and his devotion fo our endeavor }
will be missed. ‘

Condolences may be sent to |
Martha Martin at 7349 Clough
Pike, Cincinnati, OH 45244.1




A Journey of Faith and Science

by George Neal
PASTCF Board Member

spent a good many years of my pro-

fessional life working on space projects

through rocketry. Some ten years ago
I realized that I did not have any under-
standing of the correlation between my
knowledge of science and my faith. Seven
years ago [ was introduced to the Presby-~
terian Association on Science, Technol-
ogy, and the Christian Faith. The general
purpose and objectives gave me an insight
as to what I needed to do to shed some
light on this problem.

In the spring of 1997, I discussed this
dilemma with Dr. Frank Schowengerdt, a
physics professor at the Colorado School
of Mines. Frank is both an outstanding
scientist and well grounded in theology.
In the spring of 1998, Frank, assisted by
myself and Dr. Miriam Dixon, pastor of
the First Presbyterian Church of Golden,
developed a twelve-week science and the-
ology program for our own congregation
in Golden.

The program’s format was to invite
speakers from the disciplines of theology
and science. Within the context of Satur-
day evening worship, which included sing-
ing and scripture readings, the speaker
presented a particular scientific topic and
its relationship to theology. Afterwards
the congregation was invited to partici-
pate in a time of informal conversation
about the presentation.

The results were compiled into a book
which contains the speakers’ names and
subjects along with twelve one-hour audio
tapes and the speakers’ handouts. A twelve-
minute video tape by Dr. Schowengerdt
gives an introduction and overview of the
series, including the purpose, contents,
and results: why we did it, what we hoped
to accomplish, what we think we actually
accomplished, and how this might help
others who are contemplating a similar
undertaking.

Why did we want to do this series on
science and theology? Simply put, we be-
lieve that there is a crisis of faith and
understanding in the church today. When

we go to church on Sunday, we listen to
sermons based largely on events that oc-
curred in the first century in a small region
of the world that we call Palestine. On
Monday we go back to the workplace
where we are reimmersed in the world of
the 20th and soon to be the 21st century.
This is a world dominated by science and
technology, a world of business and fi-
nance, computers and communications,
laboratories and test tubes. And we won-
der what connection, if any, exists be-
tween these two worlds.

It is this dichotomy between church
on Sunday and the workplace during the
rest of the week, between what science has
taught us is true and what our children
learn in Sunday School which we see as a
major cause of the decline of membership
in mainline churches. We see other
churches growing, many of which largely
ignore or even reject the teachings of sci-
ence. The battleground between these two
worldviews is in our schools where, for
example, our children are forced to decide
between creationism and evolution. This
battleground for our children’s allegiance
is a problem not just for mainline churches
but, we believe, for all of Christianity.

This led to the development of the
following objectives for the series:

1. We began with a faith statement
central to the Judeo-Christian faith: “The
Lord our God is One.” A corollary is that
God created one world which encom-
passes science and theology, everyday work
and Sunday worship. Our objective was to
help the ordinary lay person understand
recent developments in science within the
context of their faith, not as something
opposed to their faith. The objective was
to reconcile the teachings of science and
theology, to recognize that both science
and theology are legitimate human activi-
ties. God gave us knowledge through both
science and theology to aid our under-
standing of the one world in which we live
and the one God whom we worship. Sci-
ence and theology are two approaches to
understanding who God is.

2. A second objective was to broaden
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the concept of God by understanding cre-
ation. We sought to know the artist by
studying the art. We sought to strengthen
our faith through understanding science
and to understand recent developments in
science through developing a deeper faith.

These two objectives were emphasized
within the content of a number of scien-
tific and theology topics, including:

@ Astronomy. Both scientists and
theologians view the universe as the sig-
nature of a divine artist, and these two
approaches to knowledge help us to un-
derstand God.

& Truth, faith and reason. 20th cen-
tury revolutions in physics, quantum
theory, and the theory of relativity tempt
us to break the commandment “You shall
have no other Gods before me” by encour-
aging us to make 1dols of scientific discov-
eries and technological developments.

@ Creation and creature. If, from a
scientific point of view, the cosmos was
created by a “Big Bang,” whatis humanity’s
position in the universe? The “Anthropic
Cosmological Principle,” another scien-
tific point of view, states that we can only

understand the universe by understanding
humankind’s position in it. What does
Christian theology say?

& The geologic record. Fossil records
teach us that the earth is 4.8 billion years
old. Life has been around for at least the
last two to three billion years. Humanity
evolved some 20 million years ago (more
or less). All of recorded human history, as
we know it, has occurred since the last ice
age, a mere 10,000 years ago. How does
this mesh with the Christian’s faith in the
Creator?

@ God in history. God has interacted
with creation, intervening in human events
throughout history. How can this be un-
derstood both theologically and scientifi-
cally?

@ The future. Where is humanity
headed as a race? What is the future of
scientific inquiry? What direction is the-
ology going?

Thisisnotaprogram which can be just
duplicated in any other church. If we at
First Presbyterian Church do it again, it
will be done differently by a different
group of presenters for a different group
of people who will take the discussion in

different directions. We offer the book
and tapes as an example and inspiration of
what can be done in other churches, with
other resources and groups of people. We
also offer the encouragement we received
from the participants. Attendance at our
Saturday evening worship tripled during
the presentation of this program. And we
offer a place to begin. “The Lord our God
is One.”

If God is one and we are created in
God’s image, then it follows that we are
one. Humanity was created in God’s own
image, not body or soul separately, but as
a unified whole. And, if one God created
one world, then God created not science
or theology separately, but science and
theology together. Keep in mind that the
objective is to reconcile science and theol-
ogy, not to make them the same thing, but
to understand each in the context of the
other.

For further information about this pro-
gram or if there is any way we can assist in
any endeavors along these lines, please do
not hesitate to contact us at the First
Presbyterian Church of Golden, Colo-
rado.t
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speakers reflected on their own experience
of the Divine through the lens of their
own understanding.

Third, using the metaphor of building
a bridge between science and religion, all
the speakers were on the science side of
the bridge, building out from their own
base in a spiritual quest. Finally, all of the
speakers have been part of a continuing
dialogue at CTNS of 60 scientists and
technologists which has been going on for
a couple of years. They had already been
wrestling together with science/spirit
questions. In a sense the audience—gath-
ered from all over the country and be-
yond—were brought into the ongoing
discussion of these eminent people.

A few personal impressions. Several
speakers admitted to being uncomfort-
able at first ralking about their spiritual
journey rather than their scientific work—
coming out of the closet so to speak for the
first time. Others spoke movingly about
how their personal lives and faith under-
standing converged. Many reflected on
how their scriptures illumined both their
science and spiritual quest. All were re-
freshingly honest about their own spiri-

tual journey, their lingering doubts, and
the areas in which they still wrestle.

For example, in the session called “Sci-
ence and Morality—Is There a Bridge?,”
Jewish psychiatrist Kenneth Kendler, who
specializes in work with schizophrenics,
raised in a biblical and poignant way the
problem of human suffering vis-a-vis a
loving God. “Shall not the judge of all the
earth dojustice?” Quaker physicist Jocelyn
Bell Burnell said that science drives her
theology and her own personal heartaches
add energy to her spiritual quest. Cos-
mologist Allan Sandage was one of several
speakers who launched their spiritual quest
from the platform of scientific understand-
ing and practice.

Several Jewish scientists reflected on
how the Kabbalah (Jewish mysticism) in-
formed their own personal spiritual quest,
though others of more Orthodox persua-
sion used Torah as their dialogue partner.
Zaki Badawi and other Muslim speakers
agreed that it is important for them to
“Islamize science” to make progress in
Islamic countries in the religion/science
dialogue. Science is not necessarily Chris-
tian—or monotheistic either. Though a
couple of Christian speakers pointed out

that science was birthed in a monotheistic
home, Badawi noted that Chinese and
Indian societies had science long before
Western science developed. A number
Christian tradition speakers, notably as-
tronomer John Barrow, physicist John
Polkinghorne, and mathematician George
Ellis, provided clear philosophical analy-
ses of the issues involved in Western coun-
tries, as well as speaking of their own
spiritual quest. Physicist George
Sudarshan spoke out of his Hindu back-
ground about how science and the spiri-
tual search are not separated. He also
provided a memorable word picture: sci-
entists and people of faith are either hunt-
ers or gatherers. Most scientists and
religionists are gatherers: they create sys-
tems and consensus, even build towers of
truth. But hunters are also needed: scien-
tists and spiritual questers who are lonely
seekers after truth. Many points of view
are needed to discover truth, and break-
throughs often come outside the system.

This conference was an exciting time,
a model for future science and faith con-
ferences which could move us from de-
fending positions to sharing perspectives.
We can indeed learn from one another.t





