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Introduction
Nature has a rather splendid way of impressing us. There are few who have not been overwhelmed, time after time, by a sense of awe at the beauty of a glorious sunset, the sight of distant mountains shrouded in a soft blue haze of mist, or the brilliance of a starlit night. As a child, I found myself fascinated by the mysterious patterns of the constellations, the faint glow of the Milky Way, and the slow movements of the planets across the night sky. I devoured books on astronomy and even managed to build a small telescope to study the sky in greater detail. It allowed me to observe the moons of Jupiter, the lunar seas, and the phases of Venus.
Around the same time, I came into possession of an old microscope, which had belonged to a great-uncle who had once been head of pathology at the Royal Victorian Hospital, Belfast. I can still recall the spine-tingling sense of wonder when I first viewed the complex structure of the stamens of a daffodil I had just picked in the garden, and the intricate detail of the microscopic aquatic creatures I found in a local pond. It was as if a new world had been opened up to me, one that promised both spiritual and intellectual riches.
Unsurprisingly, I therefore chose to specialize in the mathematics and the natural sciences at high school. In 1971, I won a scholarship to study chemistry at Oxford University, allowing me to interact with some of the finest scientific minds of the period. I went on to do research in molecular biophysics, trying to appreciate the complex physical processes that lay behind the workings of the human body and to develop new ways of understanding them. Contrary to what one might expect, my sense of wonder at the intricacies of nature was in no way diminished by my research into the physical and biological worlds. If anything, I found myself increasingly appreciative of the beauty and complexity of the world. It was easy to see why some people could dedicate a lifetime to the study of nature, and to sense something of the spiritual and intellectual intoxication that resulted.
So I set out on a voyage of discovery which still continues—a longing to make sense of the world in which we live and our own place within it. By studying the natural sciences, I was able to feed my relentless appetite to understand nature and appreciate its majesty. It seemed to me that the universe was something that teemed with significance and purpose. What greater privilege and excitement could there be than to engage with its wonders and mysteries?
Yet something was not quite right. Anxieties were already forming in my mind as I worked late into the night in Oxford's research laboratories. To investigate and appreciate the wonders of nature was one thing. But research in the natural sciences often seemed to be little more than a prelude to exploitation of nature, so that the study of nature all too often led directly to the pillage of nature. My colleagues in the laboratory in which I worked often quipped that the nice thing about “pure science” was that you never got your hands dirty. That was something best left to “applied science.”
I could not simply ignore what was being done with the research that I and others were undertaking. What to me was an intellectually exhilarating adventure, born of a love of nature and a respect for its intrinsic complexity, was being corrupted into a means of exploiting that same nature for financial gain and the advancement of political goals. Despite this growing sense of moral unease, the deep sense of satisfaction I gained from research allowed me to overlook this disturbing side of the world of science. Some of those who taught me to love and value the natural sciences went on to paint the universe as purposeless and empty. Their emphasis on objective empirical knowledge certainly helped me know more about the universe. Somehow, though, it robbed nature of something immensely significant—the loss of which has dulled our sense of wonder at, and eroded our respect for, nature.
It is no accident that this erosion of a sense of wonder in the presence of nature coincides with the massive degradation and exploitation of nature through human agencies. In any relationship, a loss of respect is an essential preliminary to exploitation. The “disenchantment of nature” is one of the most worrying cultural developments of our time. What once evoked a sense of awe from appreciative and respectful human beings has now been explained away, deconstructed and desacralized. It is as if a protective veil has been torn aside from the face of nature, inviting exploitation of what now lies exposed in all its vulnerability.
This is a very serious matter, which has been met with various responses from concerned individuals. One highly influential approach is to insist that nature is sacred—to be thought of as a god or a goddess. Nature is therefore to be treated with the deference and respect appropriate to that divinity. This attitude can be found in the recent writings of the ecofeminist “Starhawk” (née Miriam Simos), a witch (the term she prefers) from California who urges her readers to see nature as a goddess.
When I say “Goddess” I am not talking about a being somewhere outside of this world, nor am I proposing a new belief system. I am talking about choosing an attitude: choosing to take this living world, and creatures in it, as the ultimate meaning and purpose of life, to see the world, the earth and our lives as sacred.
In other words, we choose to see nature in these elevated terms, and revere and respect it accordingly. For Starhawk, this amounts to a decision on our part to see nature as divine. It is not that there is something intrinsically sacred about nature, which obliges us to view and interpret it in this manner. We choose to see nature as sacred, irrespective of whether nature itself demands this response from us.
A related approach to the ecological crisis essentially takes the form of an appeal to humanity's self-centered nature. If the human race is to survive, it will have to adopt a new and more respectful attitude to the natural world. That's not because there is anything special about nature. It's just that a failure to respect it will lead to an environmental catastrophe that will probably wipe us all out. If, with Starhawk, we choose to see the world as sacred, we are likely to treat it in a more respectful way which will indirectly safeguard our future. So it makes sense to treat nature with respect. The survival of humanity is, after all, a pretty compelling argument. The credibility of this approach to nature lies more in its consequences than in its foundations. Yet there is no doubt that many find it attractive.
But what if there was something about nature itself that calls out for us to treat it in this way? What if the deep structure of nature was such that we were forced to realize that it is special? The deferential treatment of nature would then rest not just on the consequences of this belief—as if this was a matter of convenience for us—but on account of the deep structure of reality itself. There is a third approach, which argues that a right attitude to nature rests on the revival of our capacity for wonder, resting on our appreciation of the nature of reality itself. If nature has become disenchanted, the remedy lies in its reenchantment. We do not need to invent some distinctive quality about nature, nor do we need to impose an alien framework upon nature to see it as sacred. It already is special—but awaits our appreciation of this fact. The challenge lies with us. Are we willing to recognize the hidden depths of nature and their implications for us?
This book is about encountering nature in all its fullness, and the readjustments to our settled ways of thinking that this demands. We live in a world that is dismissive and intolerant of the view that nature is something to be loved rather than just studied (“sentimentalism”), or the idea that nature can point to a deeper level of existence and meaning (“superstition”). So how might this come about?
I found my attitude toward nature changing profoundly during my student days at Oxford. As a high school student in Ireland, I had come to regard religion as little more than outmoded superstition. My initial view had been that it was harmless stuff, which shielded inadequate people from the harshness of life. Like many young people growing up in the 1960s, however, I began to become intrigued with Marxism. I came to see religion in stridently negative terms, as an evil force which held back intellectual and social progress. The student riots of 1968 seemed to signal that a new era in Western history was about to dawn, in which outmoded habits of thought—such as religion—would be replaced by more progressive ways of thinking and living. I actually knew virtually nothing about religion, as it happened. But that didn't seem especially important at the time. My Darwinian instincts told me that atheism would survive and finally triumph. And who needs to understand losers? That seemed to sort things out admirably. It proved exceptionally easy to discard something that I did not really know or understand. Yet a slight sense of unease remained with me. Had I dismissed religion too quickly?
When I arrived at Oxford, I decided to sort myself out intellectually, once and for all. I began to explore the ideas and appeal of Christianity in much more detail, assuming that this would allow me to confirm my vigorous rejection of its intellectual and spiritual viability. Unfortunately, things did not work out quite as I had anticipated. It was easy to dismiss Christianity without knowing it particularly well, or after judging it on the basis of its rural Irish forms. Encountering it at Oxford University, in an intellectually robust and spiritually enriching form, caused me to rethink things seriously. Oxford atheism, in contrast, seemed plodding and dull, with student interest focusing on the sexual habits rather than the leading philosophical ideas of one of its chief practitioners, A. J. Ayer.
In the autumn of 1971, I followed in the footsteps of my fellow countryman, C. S. Lewis, and gave in to what I regarded as the coherence and attraction of the Christian faith. This unexpected and not entirely welcome development completely threw me. I found that my rather comfortable and settled mental world was shaken, forcing me to wrestle with new questions and reopening questions that I thought I had settled long ago. It was an immensely exciting and rewarding time, in which I began to explore new perspectives on life and nature.
In particular, my newfound Christian faith brought a new sense of fulfillment and appreciation to my studies in the natural sciences. While some argue that religion alienates people from science, I found these two areas of human thought converging to yield a dynamic flux that was at once immensely spiritually satisfying and intellectually exciting. My attitude to the natural world changed as a result, with my engagement with nature becoming more intense and committed. I now knew that nature was charged with the grandeur and majesty of God. To engage with nature was to gain a deeper appreciation of the divine wisdom. Any good natural scientist will speak of a sense of wonder arising from the study of the depths of nature; I found that my existing feelings of awe were intensified and given a new sense of purpose by the Christian faith. Influenced by Christian writers such as C. S. Lewis, I began to develop a strong sense of nature as something that pointed beyond itself—a sign of something mysterious beyond it, which seemed to bring nature's potential to fulfillment.
The most profound change I noticed was my attitude toward the integrity of nature. I discovered that humanity's belief in its inalienable right to exploit nature was negated by the fundamental Christian idea of creation. If nature was God's, humanity was in no position to mess around with it. Humanity's role was that of a steward or caretaker of creation. Far from being owners or masters of the created order, and free to behave as we pleased, we were charged with the tending of creation and were accountable for our actions. This heightened my growing unease over the uses to which the natural sciences were put by humanity, and convinced me of the need to work toward environmental responsibility and accountability.
Where some natural scientists choose to remain active in their fields of research, exploring issues of spirituality or theology from within that competency, I took the decision to cease active scientific research in order to develop an expertise in Christianity. I moved to Cambridge University to undertake research in the relation between science and Christianity. My initial idea had been to explore this interaction throughout history, but I moved away from this when it became clear that I would need to master the history of Christian thought—the field traditionally known as historical theology—before I would be able to make any reliable contribution to the field of science and religion in general, and ecological concerns in particular. By 1996, after nearly twenty years of research in historical theology, I felt that I had achieved such a competency.
I now began to focus on environmental issues, wishing to bring the rich and resilient resources of the Christian tradition to bear on this immensely important problem. To my astonishment, this proved a frustrating experience. Some environmentalists muttered slogans like “Christianity is part of the problem!” as if they were some kind of sacred mantra. Christianity and the churches were either written off as an irrelevance or excoriated as actually encouraging the rape of the earth. I found this astonishing. Environmentalism needs all the friends it can get, and it makes little or no sense to write off potential supporters with this kind of nonsense. But much more seriously, it brought home to me how misinformed many within the ecological movement were about the nature of the Christian faith and its positive implications for ecological reflection and action. Having taken some trouble to master the Christian tradition, I was deeply troubled by the levels of prejudice, ignorance, and misunderstanding I encountered.
It did not take long to work out what the problem was. The intellectual roots of this attitude turned out to be surprisingly shallow, and actually rested upon one single work, which seemed to have achieved cult status within the environmental movement. In 1967, a historian at the University of California published a short article that would shape the attitudes of a generation. In “The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis,” Lynn White seemed to lay the blame for the emerging ecological crisis firmly and squarely on Christianity. The sound bite that his many readers took away with them? “We shall continue to have a worsening ecological crisis until we reject the Christian axiom that nature has no reason for existence save to serve man.”
These were bold and simple words, written at a formative stage in the emergence of the modern environmental movement. Attitudes were being shaped, and beliefs molded. There were few, if any, older voices to mentor a new generation of environmentally concerned individuals. In the absence of wise mentors, a handful of core texts served as their guides. White's article opened and closed their discussion of the role of religion in ecological issues. A scapegoat had to be found for the ecological crisis, and this article conveniently provided one. Where there is a problem, there is a perpetrator. It's just a question of naming, blaming, and shaming the guilty party. Christians were to blame for the environmental crisis. As many people within the movement had no time for Christianity anyway, White's article suited their purposes well. It crystallized an outrageous perception, which persists to this day: Christianity is the enemy of the environment.
So yet another myth, such as Jews being responsible for the economic problems of 1930s Germany, was added to the long list of destructive influences on our culture. Western religion in general, and Christianity in particular, came to be demonized as the perpetrator of our emerging environmental crisis. The Judeo-Christian tradition was branded as the cause of the ecologically disastrous transition from a respectful attitude toward nature to the Western technological revolution, with its devaluation of the natural order and legitimation of human dominance. It's hard to exorcise that demon when it has become such an integral part of so many people's core beliefs. I have spoken to many environmentalists to emerge from this halcyon period, and without exception they identify White's article as shaping their often highly negative views on the impact of religion on ecology. It became a sacred text, passed on with an almost uncritical reverence. Many ecologists would no more criticize White's article than fundamentalist Christians would criticize the Bible.
Which is a pity. There were unquestionably some genuine insights in that article, to be valued and cherished. One of these stands out as being of supreme importance. With deadly accuracy, White pinpoints the importance of religion in relation to ecology: “What people do about their ecology depends upon what they think about themselves in relation to things around them. Human ecology is deeply conditioned by belief about our nature and destiny—that is, by religion.” Yet White's recognition of the critical importance of religion to ecology was interwoven with what seemed like a hasty and uncritical condemnation of Christianity, resting on a highly questionable and selective reading of the Christian tradition. My own intensive research on the Christian understanding of nature gave me no reason whatsoever to suppose that the complex Christian tradition could be summed up in the simplistic assertion that “nature has no reason for existence save to serve man.” I was saddened that such stridently negative views about the role of my faith community had been injected into such an important discussion. Saving the earth is so important that there is simply no place for polemicizing against potential allies in this struggle—especially when this critique is so inaccurate.
That's why I decided to write this book. It is intended to bring out the strategic resources of the Christian faith for the environmental struggle, mindful of the diversity of Christianity and the distinctive contributions of its various components. It is written from within a community of faith, in which the basic themes of the Christian faith are taken seriously and allowed to impact both life and thought. I hope to challenge Christians to take ecological issues more seriously and to help those outside the Christian faith to appreciate its important contribution to these issues.
While more than five out of six Americans identify with Christianity, some environmentalists have embarked on a search into Eastern and Native American beliefs to find a solution to our ecological predicament. Having read—or, in some cases, I fear, merely read about—Lynn White's article, many “deep ecologists” believe that Christianity is the enemy of environmentalism. This totally spurious conclusion rests on a failure to subject White's argument to the critical examination it demanded. Instead, they have turned to Eastern religions—or, more accurately, the highly eclectic, domesticated, and sanitized versions of these religions, which often bear little resemblance to their Asian forebears, especially in relation to their evaluation of nature.
Doubtless there is something to be gained from this. But might not the careful study of the Christian tradition offer something that might carry greater weight for most Americans? There are unquestionably points at which Christians need to be critiqued and challenged in these matters, and I shall not hold back from doing so. Where White makes valid criticisms of Christianity, these need to be heard respectfully and given careful examination.
The basic idea that this book sets out to explore is that the grounds of our ecological crisis lie in the emergence of a worldview that proclaimed human autonomy and viewed nature as a mechanism subordinated to humanity. Christianity may well be implicated in the emergence of this worldview, as we shall see. Yet once it had emerged, this worldview declared its independence of any intellectual and moral constraints and set out to go its own way. Shunning its intellectual forebears as something of an intellectual embarrassment, it turned its back on the classic Christian notion of the limitation of human engagement with nature and the accountability of humanity for the outcome of such an engagement. The result was the elimination of a fundamental sense of accountability for the human use of nature and the rejection of any idea of nature being special as “outmoded superstition.” Nature, once seen as having a privileged status, was disenchanted. To understand how nature can be reenchanted, we must first appreciate how it came to be robbed of its special status. We must therefore ensure that our exploration of our present crisis probes the emergence of this worldview, and its very real implications for our situation.
This book, then, explores why religion is essential if we are to fully grasp, appreciate, and respect nature. It aims to persuade Christians that they ought to be taking nature a lot more seriously, and anyone concerned with nature that they ought to be taking Christianity a lot more seriously than they have to date. But above all, this book aims to set out the intellectual excitement of engaging with nature and recovering that lost sense of wonder. Perhaps it is not lost, after all. Perhaps it is just buried under some debris, waiting to be rediscovered and renewed.
 Alister McGrath
Oxford, January 2002

CHAPTER ONE
The Meaning of Life and Other Enigmas
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What is life all about? Does it possess any intrinsic meaning? Or is this “meaning” just something we impose upon a meaningless void? These are sincere and important questions, and there has been no shortage of answers. In his comic masterpiece Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, Douglas Adams tells how a race of superintelligent beings from a very advanced civilization constructed a supercomputer called Deep Thought to answer the question “What is the meaning of life, the universe, and everything?” Deep Thought's circuit boards pulsed with activity for seven and a half million years and finally produced a result: 42—an enigmatic answer, to say the very least. Perhaps an even more puzzling answer is offered in Alan Dean Foster's Glory Lane, which tells of a group of people who visit another advanced civilization and ask its similarly advanced supercomputer more or less the same question. This time, the meaning of life is defined in less numerical, but still slightly baffling, terms: shopping.
Perhaps these answers are meant to caution us concerning the reliability of some of the more serious answers to this question. Precisely because these answers are of such importance, people tend to treat them with suspicion, even cynicism. And they are right to do so. How many people have been deluded, hoodwinked, or pressured into accepting less than adequate, and even dangerous, answers? Yet this understandable degree of cynicism must not force us to draw the conclusion that there is no meaning to life; or that, if there is indeed a meaning, it is so hidden and obscure that none can hope to find it.
Many of the answers given to these questions are religious, and for that reason they automatically attract ridicule from the “let's get rid of religion” school. Oxford zoologist Richard Dawkins, who is a particularly luminous representative of this group, is quite clear why so many people find religion attractive. It offers them—to use his terms—“explanation,” “consolation,” and “uplift.” In every case, of course, Dawkins argues that what religion offers is completely false and that the truthfulness of the sciences is to be preferred. Science may not always be able to offer the equal of religion, but at least what it offers is absolutely true. As Dawkins puts these points in an article in Humanist magazine, following his election as Humanist of the Year:
Humans have a great hunger for explanation. It may be one of the main reasons why humanity so universally has religion, since religions do aspire to provide explanations. We come to our individual consciousness in a mysterious universe and long to understand it. Most religions offer . . . a cosmology and a biology; however, in both cases it is false.
Consolation is harder for science to provide. Unlike religion, science cannot offer the bereaved a glorious reunion with their loved ones in the hereafter . . . 
Uplift, however, is where science really comes into its own. All the great religions have a place for awe, for ecstatic transport at the wonder and beauty of creation. And it's exactly this feeling of spine-shivering, breath-catching awe—almost worship—this flooding of the chest with ecstatic wonder, that modern science can provide.
One cannot help but feel that Dawkins here proceeds from preconceived ideas to predetermined conclusions with almost indecent haste. Religion is “false”—just like that, totally and completely. No room for doubt, discussion, or debate. The possibility of even a hint of the truth in any religion is excluded as a matter of principle. Nothing that religion says can possibly be right. Dawkins seems to live in a chiaroscuro world, in which everything is black and white, true or false. Science is true, religion is false—a neat little slogan, with about as much plausibility as George Orwell's creed from Animal Farm: “two legs bad, four legs good.”
One of the reasons that religion is enjoying new public interest is a new awareness in its ability to address questions about what gives life its meaning, what consoles us in moments of darkness and despair, and what gives us a sense of hope, vision, and wonder. It is almost as if we are preprogrammed to ask these questions and deem them important. As the philosopher Bertrand Russell famously remarked in his History of Western Philosophy, once humanity has managed to work out how to feed itself, it naturally turns its attention to the great questions of meaning and significance. How do we fit into the greater scheme of things? These questions underlie the new interest in spirituality that has swept through much of the Western world in recent years.
The Recovery of Religion
One of the most distinctive features of the last few decades has been a rediscovery of the spiritual dimension to human existence. In every continent of the world—with the conspicuous exception of western Europe—there has been a surge of interest in the concept of the transcendent, with a growing reaction against what are seen as the unsatisfactory reductionisms of various materialist philosophies and worldviews. Why has there been this cascade in interest in spirituality and religion? Social theorists offer us explanations that sometimes sound rather like academic sour grapes—religion is just what infantile minds hang on to in times of crisis, or what people turn to in an attempt to resist modernization. Sure. Yet there are other more compelling reasons, which help us understand why religion will continue to play such a major role in human life and culture.
Religion offers explanation, consolation, and inspiration in about equal measure. Each of these resonates with a fundamental aspect of human life and thought. For the Christian, this is entirely predictable. If the world and humanity are created by God, such resonance is to be expected, as we shall see in a later chapter. Everyone wants to find something that is really worth pursuing and possessing rather than the chimeras whose luster vanishes once they are secured. The greatest questions life has to offer can be summed up in just a few words. What is really worth possessing? And where is it to be found?
These questions dominate the “wisdom literature” of the ancient Near East and far beyond. In one of the Gospel parables, Jesus compared the kingdom of heaven to a pearl of great price. “The kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it” (Matthew 13:45–46). On finding a beautiful and precious pearl for sale, the merchant realizes that he must sell everything else in order to possess it. Why? Because here is something of supreme value, something really worth possessing. Everything else seems of little value in comparison.
The merchant searching for that pearl is himself a parable of the long human quest for meaning and significance. It is clear from the parable that he already possesses many small pearls. Perhaps he bought them in the hope that they would provide him with the satisfaction that he longed for. Yet what he had thought would satisfy him proved only to disclose his dissatisfaction and make him long for something that was, for the moment, beyond his grasp. Just as the brilliance of the sun drowns that of the stars, so that their faint light can only be seen at night, so this great pearl allowed the merchant to see what he already owned in a different perspective.
For C. S. Lewis, the discovery of Christianity was like taking hold of and possessing something intrinsically precious and beautiful, which allowed the rest of the world to be seen in its reflected radiance. He put the significance of his discovery like this: “I believe in Christianity as I believe that the sun has risen—not only because I see it, but because by it I see everything else.” Christianity offers a spine-tingling vision of the transcendent and a framework that helps make sense of life's joys, cruelties, ironies, and pain. For Lewis, Christianity is more than a theory in which one can take intellectual delight, offering a new appreciation of the beauty of the world—to be compared to Newton's optics or laws of motion or Maxwell's electrodynamic equations. It points to something that transcends these, which can be intuitively grasped in the present and which will be fully possessed in the future. The beauty of the world is affirmed, and declared to be a foreshadowing of the greater glory to come. As the great English religious poet George Herbert (1593–1633) put it, we are enabled to catch a glimpse of “heaven in ordinary.”
Lewis attempted to put this into words by using an image from his childhood, when building sand castles on a trip to the seaside was seen as heaven itself:
Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite glory is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.
For Lewis, the sense of wonder we experience at nature is not meant to satisfy us; it is meant to make us yearn for the greater wonder that it silently signposts and whispers will one day be ours.
All this seemed a little unrealistic in the light of the wave of secularism that swept through Western culture after Lewis's death in 1963. Secularizing social theorists predicted the coming of a future secular global culture with much the same confidence as an earlier generation of Soviet theorists proclaimed the historical inevitability of Marxism-Leninism. Religion was on its way out. Yet as William S. Bainbridge and Rodney Stark point out in their excellent critical study The Future of Religion: Secularization, Revival, and Cult Formation, “the most illustrious figures in sociology, anthropology and psychology have unanimously expressed confidence that their children—or surely their grandchildren—would live to see the dawn of a new era in which, to paraphrase Freud, the infantile illusions of religion would be outgrown.” The inability of Marxism—or anything else, for that matter—to wipe out religion, by force of argument or force of arms, was one of the most significant landmarks of the twentieth century. The simplistic predictions of 1960s ivory-tower sociologists that the twentieth century would end in a tidal wave of secularism surging relentlessly around the globe has been shown to be hopelessly wide of the mark.
The new interest in spirituality in the West—which is not limited to traditional religious beliefs or practices—has led to a growing impatience with what is seen as the reductionism of some natural scientists, who improperly move from science as the investigation of reality to science as the determinant of what reality is in the first place. One can have nothing but respect for the natural scientist who urges us to understand, appreciate, and explore the intricacies of the natural order. But when some—let us be clear, a tiny yet loud minority—insist that what the sciences uncover is all that there is to life, we have every right to insist that they have strayed out of their field of competency. The growing interest in religion has had a significant impact on the popular estimation of the sciences and their capacity to serve humanity.
Perhaps one of the more interesting indicators of this shift is the change in direction of the long-running television series Star Trek and its wide-screen spin-offs. Classic Trek episodes from around 1966–69 were strongly influenced by the humanist philosophy of their creator, Gene Roddenberry. Roddenberry was basically an old-fashioned rationalist, who would have got on well with Thomas Jefferson and his circle of intimes. These early Trek episodes were notable for their uncritical affirmation of the excellence of science, the triumph of logic, and the inevitability of progress. One can easily imagine Richard Dawkins lending a little intellectual muscle to the crew of the Enterprise, not least in their fearless criticism of the greatest evil that the galaxy faced—religion. It was just a matter of time, these early episodes hinted, before the great cosmic scourges of religion, disease, and poverty were all eliminated and the galaxy would exude sweetness and light at every point.
The Enterprise was thus the flagship of scientific rationalism, adrift in a mad universe whose inhabitants persisted in believing the strangest things. In the heyday of 1960s rationalism, religion was viewed as one of the evils—along with poverty, prejudice, and war—that progress would leave behind. Religious beliefs were to be expected among the primitive alien societies favored by a visit from the crew of the starship Enterprise. But there could be no question of these enlightened and thoroughly modern progressives themselves having religious beliefs. Religion was best left to the savages of the most backward parts of the galaxy. While America rediscovered religion in the 1970s and 1980s, the Enterprise was still busy spreading its 1960s “no religion” message. This may have gone down well with the Klingons, but it was looking increasingly outdated back on planet earth.
It was not until Roddenberry's death in 1991 that this somewhat quirky outdated rationalism lost its hold over the program. The series now aligned itself with what was happening in American culture of the 1990s rather than the time warp of the 1960s. Science and progress were toppled from their throne, as a new interest in spirituality flourished within America. While Trek deliberately avoided the question of what religious beliefs were true, the message was clear: spirituality was a good thing, which cultured human beings needed, and should not hastily discard. Where Dr. Spock relied upon logic, Commander Chakotay of the USS Voyager preferred to trust in spirit guides.
This new interest in things spiritual has swept through all aspects of Western culture—not just TV—in the past decade. The burgeoning bookstore sections dealing with “Body, Mind, and Spirit” are a telling indicator of a shift in Western thought away from the world of the Enlightenment. This has not exactly been welcomed by old-fashioned rationalists, who have seen their cherished deities of reason and logic dethroned, to be replaced with angels, spirits, spiritual forces—not to mention Christianity.
This can perhaps be lazily dismissed as simply an irrational phase in Western culture, which will give way to something more coherent and realistic in the longer term. But it is not quite as simple as that. There may well be a significant degree of confusion within the new concern for spirituality that has swept through Western culture. Yet at its heart, this trend reflects a growing disenchantment with the overstatements of some natural scientists, which have increasingly caused disquiet within the culture at large.
One might be tempted to write off this growing concern as crude and uninformed antiscientific polemic. It is not. It is a deadly serious expression of concern over the way the natural sciences are being used, often with the collusion of some scientists who ought to know better. The natural sciences are to be respected and honored for their commitment to advancing knowledge, understanding, and insight concerning the structures of the universe in which we live. I continue to regard my time spent as an active research scientist to be among the most fulfilling and exciting periods of my life. The problems begin when the sciences—or any discipline, for that matter—start to see themselves as the unacknowledged rulers of intellectual empires, and others (especially those who presume to criticize them) as social and intellectual inferiors who still live back in the Stone Age.
One of the chief reasons for this growing skepticism concerning the value of the sciences is the intolerance and stridency of the antireligious polemic of some natural scientists, whose excoriations of the religious beliefs of the vast bulk of humanity have caused many to draw negative conclusions concerning the place of the natural sciences in the greater scheme of things. Antireligious scientists seem to slip with alarming ease from evidence-based theories to dogma-based worldviews, implying that the latter are as intellectually robust as the former. The simple fact of the matter is that the natural sciences neither necessitate nor preclude religious belief. To insist that they do either is to go far beyond the evidence available and impose a dogmatic worldview on an essentially multivalent reality, capable of more than one interpretation. So important is this point that we may explore it further.

Longing for an Explanation
One of the most fundamental of human impulses is a desire to explain. Indeed, one of the shared motivations of religion and the natural sciences is a longing to make sense of things. In his important book Why Religion Matters (2001), religion scholar Huston Smith tells of an encounter with the noted physicist David Bohm, responsible for some significant advances in quantum theory. Their argument was over whether there were limits to science. Huston took the view that an influential misreading of science “belittles art, religion, love and the bulk of the life we directly live by denying that those elements yield insights that are needed to complement what science tells us.” Bohm argued that science had no limits, which prompted Huston to ask what Bohm meant when using the word “science.” Bohm's response was instructive: “opennness to evidence.” Huston riposted that this made him a scientist as well, a possibility that Bohm was apparently prepared to concede.
There is an important lesson to be learned from this conversation. Since the dawn of history, humanity has tried to make sense of the evidence around it—the movements of the stars and planets, the patterns of order within the world, and the mysteries of human behavior. The great wisdom literature of the ancient Near East can be seen as an attempt to discern the patterns lying beneath the occasionally baffling experiences
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