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      Preface

      
      
      This book is firmly grounded in the historical Christian faith that “in Christ, God
         was reconciling the world to himself.”[1]   Yet it advances views that many of my fellow Christians will find surprising, counterintuitive,
         and perhaps not just at odds with some things Christians have traditionally believed,
         but incompatible with genuine Christian belief itself. For this reason, I believe
         I owe the reader an explanation that locates The Material Image in the context of the journey that led to it. 
      

      
      In retrospect, I realize that the roots of this project lie deep in my upbringing.
         The faith community in which I was raised embodied a conservative, Evangelical expression
         of Christianity. Many of the congregants, including my father, worked in the sciences,
         in industry, or in the universities in nearby Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Boston.
         They took for granted that their scientific work was not merely compatible with their
         faith, but an expression of it, done for the glory of God. I recall hearing, as a
         young child, my Sunday school teacher, a distinguished biochemist, explaining the
         wonderful way in which God created the plants and animals.[2]   Years later, I realized that he had been describing biological evolution. 
      

      
      So far as I remember, until I went to college I had little inkling that what science
         tells us about human beings deeply troubles many Christians. I learned that there
         was a “war” between faith and science. It was, I saw, a war with many casualties.
         I encountered those who, sorrowfully or gladly, had surrendered their faith in favor
         of the science they were learning in their classrooms and labs. Others, in what they
         imagined a heroic act of faith, simply denied science in favor of what they had grown
         up believing. And still others secured their science and their faith in separate compartments,
         evading scientific challenges to traditional beliefs, but forgoing the opportunity
         for their fruitful interaction. I was grateful I had been spared all this, having
         been given confidence early on that the God we meet in Jesus Christ is the Creator
         of the world that science portrays.
      

      
      Later, as a professor, I came to know many more young victims of the unnecessary conflict
         between faith and science. I also had the privilege to work with colleagues in various
         disciplines who have a deep respect for the sciences and a firm Christian faith, and
         believe, or at least hope, the two can be reconciled. I sensed, however, that they
         felt the lack of an intellectually honest, comprehensive account of how this might
         be done. Often, they were particularly challenged by the current encroachment of the
         natural sciences into the human domain, such as the portrayal of the mind’s full materiality
         on offer from the cognitive sciences, and evolutionary accounts of morality and religiosity.
         It is principally with these folks in mind that I have written this book. 
      

      
      However, in my philosophical work, and in my explorations in science, theology, and
         biblical studies, I realized that making peace between science and the Christian faith
         cannot be cost-free. Contemporary science undermines much of the traditional human
         self-image, a conception of our origins and nature long integrated into, and, for
         some, virtually identified with, the Christian faith. To reconcile Christianity and
         science calls for some significant revisions in how we conceive ourselves as God’s
         creatures. I hope to show that these departures from tradition do not attenuate Christian
         belief, but enhance it, affording a clearer vision of who God is and what God has
         done for us in creation and salvation. This is only to be expected if not only the
         essential Christian confession, but the well-confirmed theories of science, are true.
         
      

      
      The origin of my approach to our traditional beliefs, like my assumptions about the
         consistency of science and faith in Christ, lies in the faith community into which
         I was born. It embodied a solid commitment to the essentials of the Christian faith,
         to the Bible as God’s infallible word, to the holy and undivided Trinity, and to Jesus
         as God incarnate, fully human and fully God, the crucified and resurrected savior
         of the world. I am thankful that it did; this is what I still believe. Yet, as part
         of the Plymouth Brethren movement, it deviated from the Christian tradition in significant
         ways. It eschewed professional, ordained clergy in favor of the equal ministry of
         all believers, and it rejected liturgical worship in favor of the spontaneous guidance
         of the Spirit. My community held fast to the essential core of Christian faith, respected
         the long tradition that has grown around it, but was willing to give up long-held
         beliefs on secondary matters, in favor of what to it seemed greater fidelity to the
         essentials. This clear sense of the difference between essential and inessential,
         even if often still important, matters carried over to the many issues that in those
         days divided the Church: questions of eschatology, modes of baptism, and who should
         share in the Eucharist; of politics, such as the civil rights movement and the Vietnam
         War; and of personal behavior: drinking, smoking, dancing, card playing, movie going,
         and so on. Debate on such things was welcomed and I am thankful I grew up immersed
         in it. I learned a healthy distrust of anyone quick to deny the authenticity of someone’s
         faith because of disagreement on such secondary matters. What was of ultimate importance
         was faith in Jesus Christ, leaving the faithful a good deal of latitude on lesser
         matters. I am grateful to have imbibed the attitude: “in essentials, unity, in non-essentials,
         liberty, in all things, charity.”[3]  
      

      
      That I was shaped by this approach to tradition, including that of the Plymouth Brethren
         themselves, was, perhaps ironically, manifest as later I came to love liturgical worship
         and was delighted when my wife answered a call to become an Episcopal priest. The
         Episcopal communion into which I was confirmed is rich in tradition, yet it is a tradition
         in which the individual is free to work out his or her faith as reason and one’s understanding
         of Scripture lead. Belonging to the wider Protestant community, I accept that the
         effort to be faithful now may lead us to give up some well-established traditional
         beliefs, as it has in the past.
      

      
      My core conviction is that God, decisively revealed in Jesus Christ, is properly conceived
         and addressed as a personal agent. God is not only the ultimate object of intellectual
         inquiry, but a subject who calls for personal commitment on our part. The Material Image attempts to show that this personal God’s quest for fellowship with created persons
         is the key to reconciling the naturalistic implications of science with the Christian
         faith. In chapter 3, the reasons I offer to justify belief that God exists are reasons
         that involve God being a rational free agent, acting on desires and intentions, and
         ipso   facto a person.[4]   However, in the spirit of full disclosure, I report that I have given up various
         other beliefs held by Christians over the centuries, in favor of what to me seems
         better supported by Scripture and truer to the Gospel. I no longer think that God
         is timeless, immutable, and without passions. On the contrary, I believe that God
         created us to share in the everlasting divine life, and this communion of persons
         presupposes that what we do affects God, moving God to sadness or to joy. I no longer
         conceive our being made in God’s image as involving some kind of similarity to God.
         Instead I see our being imago Dei as our vocation to represent God in creation and share in the divine creative work.
         I also hold that divine omniscience does not imply that God has exhaustive foreknowledge,
         for I believe that God intended this world as a home for free persons, facing an open
         future they would, together with their Creator, bring about. I believe that God became
         a human being not just as a response to our fallen condition, but that this was God’s
         original intention, in fact the reason for creation. I deny that we possess immaterial
         souls, and that heaven is a parallel realm to which we go after death. Instead, I
         believe that our hope for the life to come rests entirely upon the bodily resurrection
         we will share with Christ, and that the future holds the new heavens and the new Earth,
         creation redeemed. I do not believe that those outside the Church, those not so blessed
         as to know Christ in this life, are damned to perdition. There is, I now believe,
         no hell as a venue of punishment, but that the hells Christ harrows are made of the
         pride, hate, and fear in which we immure ourselves and others. I do not see God’s
         justice as a cosmic accounting of who deserves what, but as God’s utter faithfulness
         to those God has created. Jesus’ death saves us not from divine justice, but delivers
         us from the power of sin and death. 
      

      
      All these ideas are very important to me, but I would not pretend that these ways
         of understanding Christianity are normative, essential to an authentic faith. Several
         emerge explicitly in The Material Image; a few more are discernable in the background. None are unique to me and some are,
         I believe, if not already mainstream views in Christian theology, on their way to
         becoming such, and thus are components of tomorrow’s tradition, to be subject to faithful
         scrutiny by future believers. 
      

      
      This is not the case with my contention that the traditional assumption that creation
         entails design should be put aside, in favor of the idea, central to this book, that
         God has designed a world that in due course gives rise to creatures that are not designed.
         God created us, but did not design us. This too, I hope, will become part of the ongoing
         Christian tradition.
      

      
      Having said all this, I am confident that the theology on which the reconciliation
         of science and the Christian faith this book proposes adheres to orthodox Christianity.
         Each Sunday, I recite the creed in good faith. Nothing in this book is at odds with
         it. In fact, I take the book to be quite conservative in the wide context of contemporary
         theology. 
      

      
      The pivotal event in the personal journey that eventually brought me to write The Material Image was the experience that enabled me to internalize, in a vivid and life-changing way,
         the reality of God’s unconditional love. With this in sight, we have nothing to fear,
         no worry that by asking hard questions, or questioning tradition, we will get something
         wrong and lose God’s favor. Wrong as I often am, God loves me no less. Whatever challenges
         to faith we find in science or anywhere else we can meet boldly, knowing that when
         we look into the abyss we see, not, as Nietzsche said, merely ourselves looking back,
         but the face of our loving God.[5]   My hope is that those who read this book will experience this.
      

      
      Notes
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      Chapter 1

      Christianity, Naturalism, and Science

      
         
         
      

      
      Faith and Science

      
      The project of reconciling religion and science is increasingly urgent as contemporary
         science moves rapidly into domains once sacrosanct, offering compelling naturalistic
         explanations of human origins, of the mind and behavior, and even of morality and
         religiosity that challenge our long-held image of ourselves. Old and dear ideas of
         human uniqueness and value disappear under the rising waters of natural scientific
         explanation. For many this is no less a challenge to their faith, which for them is
         tied to that traditional image. 
      

      
      However, the attempt to integrate faith and science is too often ineffectual because
         it proceeds as though the particularities of faith can be safely set aside. For theists
         the temptation is to allow convictions about the nature, character, history, and creative
         purposes of God to recede into the background as we ask how to relate contemporary
         science to a merely generic deity. For Christians specifically, the further risk lies
         in proceeding without making God’s Triune nature, incarnation, death and resurrection
         central to the undertaking. What we need to know is what we can reasonably expect
         the world to be like if its creator is the God specific to the Bible and Christian
         faith, and thus how the world as science describes it might fit into God’s creation.
         Framing our inquiry this way we can ask how the marvelous but unsettling account of
         the world on offer from contemporary science can be reconciled with faith in the biblical
         God.
      

      
      Conceivably, confidence in contemporary science can be reconciled with a vague and
         general notion of deity, but this is of little concern for those of Christian faith.
         What matters is the particular character of the God we encounter in the biblical revelation
         and in the life of the Church: can we faithfully and honestly welcome the scientific
         view of the world and our place in it without attenuating Christian belief, or is
         the old conflict of faith and science inescapable? 
      

      
      Discussions of how faith in God coheres with science often invoke general features
         of the world such as its orderliness, intelligibility, predictability and unity, and
         thus its (perhaps surprising) openness to scientific inquiry. This in turn is seen
         as pointing to a wise and powerful creator. So far so good, but not good enough.[1]   The deity it gestures toward can seem austerely remote, the God of the philosophers,
         not the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, a deity whose proper task is just to create
         and oversee a well-ordered universe.[2]   Yet this is a selective description of the creation. It is also a world in which
         some things happen by chance, a world that harbors chaos: tiny initial differences
         in simple beginnings culminate in profligate unpredictable consequences. It is a messy
         world, burgeoning with contingency, in which things that most matter to us, like human
         persons, cannot be smoothly mapped onto its fundamental constituents, but are superficial,
         dwelling in the shallows of reality. This is a creation with an open future, home
         to real risk and genuine fears and hopes. Any serious reconciliation of faith and
         science begins with acknowledging the actual and surprising Deity who could have created
         this vast, ancient, recalcitrant, dangerous, and beautiful world.[3]   The task calls us not to fear or flee, but firmly grasp, the scandal of God’s particularity,
         focusing on who the Deity really is and does, however counterintuitive and out of
         kilter with our natural expectations for a god.
      

      
      The God of the Bible, the God of Christian faith, is no remote and solitary being
         but the holy and undivided Trinity, the everlasting community of Father, Son, and
         Spirit. This God eschews a “God’s eye point of view,” the neutral view “from nowhere.”[4]   Never serene and disinterested, this God is committed, passionate, persistently
         pursuing aims for creation. The biblical God creates freely, but for good reasons
         and in keeping with the divine nature. “Because God is God, God is not all there is.”[5]   The creation reflects the love between persons that is the essence of the tri-personal
         God. From mere matter the Creator brings forth persons called to serve as imago Dei, created persons to know and love, and who can know and love the one who made them.
         They are truly distinct from their Creator who endows them with the freedom and responsibility
         possible for mere material beings. God wants them to be distinct from, but not separate
         from, their maker. God reaches out to the other, reaching as far down into the depths of creation as possible, to call created persons
         to see things from their Creator’s point of view, to share in the Triune everlasting
         life, to take up their share of the Trinity’s ongoing joyful creative work. The Creator’s
         self-revelation takes the form of human words the lowly can understand. God is diffident,
         respecting creatures’ fragile identities. God seeks trusting responses but gives created
         persons space to be themselves. The Creator cloaks infinite power in utter humility,
         creating a world for the sake of incarnation. The Deity we encounter in the Bible
         becomes a creature among creatures, to share in their lives and to draw them to share
         in the everlasting life and work of their God.
      

      
      When things go wrong in the space made for us, this God does not abandon us. God patiently
         persists, entering upon the long work of salvation, dealing with the damage we cause
         in the best possible way. Our Creator lets us do our worst to ourselves, to one another,
         and to our world, and turns it to our healing. God condescends to our natural morality
         and religiosity, bending them to salvific purposes. In the fullness of time God comes
         to us incarnate, not as exalted Lord, as might have been, had things gone differently,
         but as crucified Savior. As a human being, God submits to being taken into the hands
         of angry sinners and accepts humiliating execution for blasphemy and sedition against
         creatures’ arrogant authority. And then this God is revealed not only as the one who
         gives life to all, the Creator’s life given for the creature’s, but who resurrects
         the dead, bringing us out of the nothingness of death to everlasting life in a restored
         creation. For Christians, there is no meaningful reconciliation of faith and science
         unless the world science portrays can vividly be seen as the world in which the three-person
         “God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself” (2 Corinthians 5:19). This book’s
         focus is the creation, the object of scientific inquiry, but Christian faith views
         creation through the incarnate life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ.[6]   
      

      
      The distance that separates this strange, awe-inspiring story of a God who overturns
         our assumptions and shocks our sensibilities, first told in the concepts and language
         of ancient, pre-scientific cultures, from the seemingly so different picture of the
         world on offer from contemporary science, might seem too great to traverse. It might
         appear that we can accept only one or the other. But this is not the case. This book’s
         task is to make the crossing. If we keep the old but always new story in clear view
         we can see how the marvelous account of the world on offer from contemporary science
         becomes part of the all-but-too-good-to-be-true good news about God. 
      

      
      However, a travelers’ advisory is in order: the required strategy brings us into territory
         that will be unfamiliar and sometimes disturbing for persons of faith. We will find
         it leads to embracing the naturalistic implications of contemporary science. 
      

      
      The Aim of this Book

      
      Carl Sagan wrote: 

      
      
         In some respects, science has far surpassed religion in delivering awe. How is it
            that hardly any major religion has looked at science and concluded, “This is better
            than we thought! The universe is much bigger than our prophets said, grander, more
            subtle, more elegant. God must be even greater than we dreamed.”[7]  
         

         
      

      Part of an answer to Sagan’s question is that along with delivering awe, science has
         delivered a series of blows to the human self-image, an image familiar, cherished,
         and entrenched in our natural religiosity. Religion, by and large, looks at science
         and finds a naturalistic picture of human beings that it is unwilling to accept. What
         science delivers is often not awe, but fear and loathing. Persons of faith feel compelled
         either to reject science altogether, or to make a futile attempt to deny its naturalistic
         implications.
      

      
      Contemporary science increasingly supports a naturalistic picture of human knowledge,
         human nature, and human origins, and almost everyone sees this as profoundly at odds
         with belief in God. The Material Image challenges this assumption and contends that the naturalistic account of human beings
         emerging from contemporary science is entirely consistent with the Christian faith.
         This is not a matter of a bare logical consistency but consonance, accord, or harmony.[8]   Science, with its implications about human nature, origins, and limitations, can
         be well integrated with Christianity. Not mere peaceful coexistence, but a true marriage.
         Such a union is possible only if the partners are free to be themselves: science with
         no evasion of its naturalistic implications and the Christian faith in its historical,
         biblical particularity. 
      

      
      Naturalism and Christianity

      
      Naturalism can mean a variety of things, and I do not claim that Christianity coheres with everything
         the term might denote. For some, the term simply functions as a synonym for atheism, or at least as a label for a view that immediately implies that there is no God.
         One widely used reference work defines naturalism as “the view that everything is
         natural, i.e., belongs to the world of nature.”[9]   God is not a physical thing, not part of nature, and not subject to scientific
         explanation, so these definitions imply that there is no God. Others make a connection
         of naturalism to atheism explicit. Philosopher Kai Nielsen, a well-known proponent
         of atheism, asserts, “Naturalism denies that there are any supernatural or spiritual
         realities.”[10]   The theologian Ted Peters describes naturalism as equivalent to secular humanism and as involving the view that there is nothing but the finite reality of nature.[11]   The Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga writes, “The basic idea of philosophical
         naturalism (which from now on I’ll just call naturalism) is that there is no such
         person as God, or anything at all like him.”[12]   The authors of a recent book critiquing naturalism from a theistic point of view
         tell us that it is the belief that everything that exists is a part of nature, and
         assert that what all naturalists have in common is the rejection of theism.[13]   
      

      
      Nothing of ultimate importance attaches to matters of definition. Those who see fit
         to use naturalism as a synonym for atheism are free to do so. What is objectionable is using words in ways that render certain
         points of view invisible. The term atheism can be deployed to straightforwardly express the claim that God does not exist, without
         making any further claim about the nature of the world or human beings.[14]   The rationale for using naturalism rather than atheism is to point to further claims about the world and its inhabitants. Consider three
         such naturalistic claims:
      

      
      
         	
            
            Science is the most reliable means for human beings to know themselves and the world.
               
            

            
         

         
         	
            Human beings are material things: the immaterial soul does not exist.

            
         

         
         	
            Human beings are the product of unguided Darwinian evolution. 

            
         

         
      

      
      It is possible that God does not exist and these claims are true. And it is possible
         that God exists and these claims are false. However, there is a third possibility:
         the God of Christian faith exists and these claims about our most reliable source of knowledge, what we are, and how we
         came to be are essentially correct. The automatic equation of naturalism with atheism hides this third option, obscuring the possibility that the world as described by
         contemporary science is the world that God created. That is unfortunate since this
         is, in fact, true. 
      

      
      Science is the endeavor to explain what we observe by subsuming it under the causal
         laws of nature. Science seeks natural, not supernatural causes. Many Christian thinkers
         acknowledge this truism, labelling it methodological naturalism, in contrast to ontological naturalism, which they reject.[15]   Insofar as the latter means that nature is all there is and thus amounts to atheism,
         this is a useful distinction. With it in view, I will use scientific naturalism for the conjunction of the preeminent reliability of science as a source of knowledge,
         a materialist view of human nature, and an evolutionary account of human origins.
         However, scientific naturalism, so defined, is not merely methodological: that we
         are entirely material beings obviously is an ontological claim. But for a Christian,
         it is a claim not about all of reality, but about the human beings God created.
      

      
      Scientific naturalism embodies no general claim about reality that implies that there
         is no God, but some may contend that the step from it to atheism is unavoidable. Arguments
         to this effect are readily available, but they invariably depend upon philosophical
         or theological premises that cannot simply be taken for granted; they need to be defended.
         For example, an essential Christian belief is that there is life after death, but
         naturalism implies that human beings lack immaterial souls that continue to exist
         beyond the body’s demise.[16]   Almost everyone, whether or not they believe in life after death, assume that its
         possibility depends on there being immaterial souls, but the issue is whether this
         widespread assumption is true. Does the possibility of life after death require disembodied
         existence, and thus a dualistic conception of human nature that conflicts with naturalism?
         Or can it be grounded in an account of personal identity consistent with scientific
         naturalism’s materialist view of human beings?[17]   Perhaps no such account succeeds, but this is a matter to be resolved by argument,
         not simply assumed.
      

      
      Someone might admit that it is possible that both naturalism and Christianity are
         true, but insist that it is highly unlikely. She might, for instance, admit that it
         is possible that God created the human species by means of the unguided, aimless processes
         of biological evolution, but that it is not at all plausible that God would do so.
         However, when it comes to such alleged improbabilities, the lack of fit of Christian
         faith and naturalism is not self-evident. Such assertions rely upon assumptions that
         must be made explicit and defended. It might seem otherwise, in virtue of deeply entrenched
         associations of ideas. Naturalistic ideas have for centuries been intimately associated
         with hostility to Christianity. We should, however, recall that the Copernican theory
         of the solar system, the idea of inertia, and the great age of the Earth were once
         among the scientific findings rejected as implausible in light of Christianity, if
         not overtly inconsistent with it. Today, the naturalistic results of science might
         seem just as improbable from the perspective of Christian faith. Yet history teaches
         that combinations of ideas that once seemed unlikely companions ultimately can be
         brought together without intellectual discomfort once underlying assumptions are brought
         to light, challenged, and discarded. We are entitled to hope for a similar outcome
         with Christianity and the naturalistic implications of contemporary science.
      

      
       Another line of reasoning sees a lack of fit between Christian faith and scientific
         naturalism as a matter of a competition Christianity has long since lost. Much that
         God was once invoked to explain is now adequately explained by science. For instance,
         the diversity, complexity, and adaptedness of living things are now adequately explained
         by the mindless mechanisms of natural selection, with no overt recourse to a divine
         intelligence. For many, such discoveries reveal that there is no longer any reason
         to believe that there is a God. This point of view is abetted by many persons of faith,
         who appear to stake their belief in God on what they regard as the failure of evolutionary
         theory and other well-confirmed scientific theories. Here too, the shared assumption
         needs to be made explicit. Does reasonable belief in God depend upon explicitly theistic
         explanations of natural phenomena? If it does, then naturalism and Christianity are
         irreconcilable competitors and we cannot accept both. The implicit assumption that
         it does, although common among both atheists and believers, is far from obviously
         true. Rather than accepting the idea that theistic belief is justified because it
         explains general features of the natural world that lie in the purview of science,
         Christians may appeal to other evidence, such as to human history, preeminently to
         the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, as making belief that there
         is a God reasonable. If we do, our faith does not depend on a forlorn hope for the
         failure of well-confirmed scientific theories, and we have no reason to see Christian
         belief and science as competing explanations.
      

      
      Christian theology was first articulated in late antiquity, a culture innocent of
         scientific knowledge in the modern sense. Christian faith challenged some of that
         culture’s most important assumptions, but it also took for granted much that is false
         yet in that pre-scientific era was eminently reasonable. Assumptions relied on for
         centuries in the articulation of Christianity have become so closely associated with
         it that to reject them can seem like the rejection of the faith itself. When, for
         instance, it seemed obvious that life could not have arisen from lifeless matter,
         or when the idea that complexity cannot arise naturally out of simplicity was incontestable
         common sense, Christians reasonably concluded that only divine intervention could
         account for the existence of living things. Belief in immaterial immortal souls was
         widely accepted in the late ancient world and many—but not all—early Christians relied
         on it in defending hope for everlasting life with God beyond death. Science today
         challenges ideas that Christians have held for centuries, but we need not suppose
         that there is any necessary connection between Christianity and these ideas. Scientific
         naturalism does not call for abandoning beliefs unique to Christians; they are common
         to cultures not informed by modern science. There is no guarantee that these ancient
         beliefs best fit with the Christian faith. 
      

      
      A significant example is the idea of heaven. In the late-ancient and medieval world, the heavens were the concentric crystal
         spheres in which the Sun, Moon and planets were embedded. The Earth was motionless,
         at the center—really the bottom—of this spherical cosmos. Beyond the outermost sphere,
         the sphere of the fixed stars, God dwelled in the highest heaven. The demise of this
         cosmological picture was a crisis for Christendom. Modern science came to birth as
         it constructed an account of a world that seemed to have no place for God. Theologian
         Robert Jenson reminds us that this had a “powerful and destructive impact on the actual
         theology of believers.”[18]   If there is no heaven, where is God? Yet, in retrospect, the loss of heaven was
         not the disaster for the Christian faith it seemed at the time. Forced to abandon
         the idea of a preferred place in the cosmos where God dwells, Christian thinkers were
         in the long run able to arrive at a conception of God’s presence to the creation less
         indebted to Greek philosophy and more faithful to the biblical revelation. Heaven
         is not, ultimately, an alternative reality, superior to this mundane realm, but the
         future of God’s creation, redeemed and restored. Today no serious theologian would
         welcome the opportunity to return to the Ptolemaic cosmos and its timeless heaven.
         Early modern science forced Christians to revise and refine their theology for the
         better. Contemporary science, capturing human beings themselves in the net of naturalistic
         
      

      
      explanation, holds even greater promise.

      
      The Christian Faith

      
      It might seem that the only hope of reconciling Christian faith with naturalism is
         to surrender its traditional supernatural claims and avoid all possible conflict with
         science.[19]   One might dispense with supernaturalism altogether, interpreting talk about God
         not as referring to a transcendent personal being, but as a means of expressing various
         worthy values, attitudes and commitments about human life and its meaning in the universe.[20]   Or one might conceive of religious belief as commentary on subjective experience,
         involving no assertions about objective reality that science might confute. Alternatively,
         one might retain a realist understanding of theological language, but move toward
         deism, abandoning Christianity’s claim that God not only created, but miraculously
         acts in, the world. I will not pursue strategies of this type. The Christianity that
         I claim strongly coheres with scientific naturalism is the traditional, orthodox faith
         articulated in the historic creeds. 
      

      
      This faith presupposes belief in a transcendent God who is an everlasting community
         of loving persons: the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. This Triune God is the
         Creator. Things other than God exist only because God freely acted to bring them into
         existence. God is utterly free, yet a rational agent. The divine wisdom far surpasses
         human comprehension, but God’s actions are not arbitrary or capricious, nor are they
         completely inscrutable; the reasons for which God acts can be communicated to us.
         We can know at least some of the purposes for which God created. A central Christian
         confession is that God created this universe with the aim of bringing into being persons
         who can be known and loved by God, persons called to share the everlasting, communion
         of the Triune life.[21]   This conviction is this book’s guiding theme: knowing the goals God pursues in
         creating helps us understand what was created and how it was created. Knowing this,
         we ask whether the world science reveals is that kind of world and find that it is.
      

      
      God can, and on occasion does, miraculously intervene in the created world, making
         knowledge of their Creator available to created persons. God is self-revealed in the
         history of Israel. The Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments are an inspired, reliable
         witness to that revelation.[22]   Christian theology is the attempt to systematize, formalize, and explore the presuppositions,
         content, and implications of this revelation. It is not a kind of philosophy, our
         most general reflections upon the meaning of life and the world, though it has implications
         for such matters. 
      

      
      God became incarnate as Jesus of Nazareth and it is by means of his life, death, resurrection,
         and ascension that God is bringing about reconciliation with creatures. The good news
         Christians proclaim is that God acted, and continues to act, in this decisive way,
         calling everyone to faith in Jesus Christ. Our most secure and accurate knowledge
         of God is our knowledge of the man Jesus of Nazareth, witnessed to by the Christian
         Church. Knowledge of God is, as Archbishop Rowan Williams writes, principally “not
         knowing propositions about an object, but sharing in God’s life.”[23]   Christian faith is trust in, and love for, the God revealed in Jesus Christ. In
         a secondary sense, it is the body of beliefs about God, the creation, and ourselves
         that this faith presupposes. It is incumbent upon Christians to inquire into the various
         relations the beliefs that comprise Christian theology have to other things we know,
         and to do so in a way that is at once faithful and intellectually honest. Among the
         demands of that honesty is recognition of the superior reliability of science as a
         source of knowledge and an openness to its claims.
      

      
      I thus write from the standpoint of a traditional, biblically grounded Christian faith.
         I assume that the core of essential Christian belief expressed in the ancient creeds
         of the Church and adhered to by most Christians over the past twenty centuries is
         true. There are, within the wide scope of historical Christianity, matters that remain
         unsettled. Would God have become incarnate if the Fall had not taken place? What can
         we mean when we say that Jesus Christ’s death atoned for our sins? Is every human
         being ultimately reconciled to God or are only some saved? Does God possess exhaustive
         knowledge of the future? Is God eternal, in the sense of being timeless, or does God
         exist everlastingly in time? What does it mean to confess that God is omniscient,
         or providentially governs creation? I do not imagine that scientific naturalism is
         consistent with every combination of answers to questions of this kind. I will sometimes
         opt for an answer in part because it coheres with the naturalistic picture of human
         beings produced by science; but only in part: in all such cases I regard the theological
         view I espouse as warranted on biblical, theological, or philosophical grounds independent
         of science and its naturalistic implications. As will become obvious, some of the
         ways of interpreting the Christian faith I offer depart from tradition, but I trust
         that none depart from the essentials of the faith.
      

      
      This book asserts that setting out from a broadly Christian starting point, we might
         well have expected to find that God created a world of the sort science portrays,
         particularly its depiction of humans. It is specifically the Christian faith that
         I contend is consonant with scientific naturalism. I do not suppose that what I say
         about the fit between Christianity and the naturalistic views supported by contemporary
         science holds for every construal of Christianity, or for other varieties of theism.
         Neither do I suppose that naturalism can be reconciled with any particular non-theistic
         religious perspective. I suspect that other religious beliefs may well be as difficult
         to reconcile with the naturalistic account as so many take Christianity to be. But
         my understanding of other faiths is too fragmentary and shallow to pronounce on the
         matter.
      

      
      Rationale

      
      My principal reason for writing The Material Image is to persuade my fellow Christians that they should embrace the naturalistic picture
         of human beings on offer from contemporary science. It is, I believe, the only way
         faith and science can be reconciled. Most Christians take it for granted that their
         faith commits them to believing they have immaterial souls, an idea that is already
         untenable and will only become less plausible as scientific understanding of the mind/brain
         deepens. Among Protestants, millions of fundamentalists and conservative Evangelicals
         emphatically reject the scientific theories that underlie naturalism. They regard
         the evolutionary origins of the human species, and even the Big Bang theory, as patently
         false, embraced by scientists not in virtue of the evidence, but because they are
         dishonest or deluded, in the grip of an ideological commitment to an atheistic naturalism
         that systemically distorts scientific inquiry.[24]   
      

      
      This is troubling. Many Christians are alienated from the scientific community and
         from the broader intellectual culture it informs. Too many of the devout fall into
         the intellectual dishonesty that they project onto secular science. They are tempted
         to dismiss subtle and complex theories without understanding and without regard to
         the reasons for which science accepts them. Many Christians place their hopes on the
         failure of science, setting up an unnecessary obstacle for honest and reasonable persons
         who seek the God who resurrected Jesus Christ. If, as is likely, the incoming evidence
         will only further confirm the naturalistic picture they reject, the divide between
         the faithful and science will widen. Contemporary science presents a picture of the
         world that is awe inspiring in its subtle intricacies and beautiful in its elegance;
         ancient pictures of the world pale in comparison to it, but many Christians cannot
         see in it cause to praise the Creator. For them, it occasions only fear and rejection,
         defensive arrogance and evasion. 
      

      
       Many Christians do not, of course, share the antipathy to contemporary science common
         among conservative Protestants. Rejecting Darwinian evolution and the Big Bang are
         not articles of faith for mainstream or liberal Protestants, nor for most Roman Catholics.
         Christians in these traditions are less likely to focus on these matters and, when
         they do, they are much less willing to impugn the honesty or competence of scientists.
         Yet here too there is unease with the emerging scientific picture. These Christians
         also seek to avoid the disquieting implications of what science is teaching us about
         ourselves. They hope that accepting the results of contemporary science does not commit
         us to naturalism’s starkly materialist picture of human beings. They hope for a kind
         of freedom somehow ungoverned by the laws of nature. Some hedge their acceptance of
         Darwinism by holding that God guides the evolutionary process. Some endeavor to blunt the impact of contemporary science
         on the human self-image by drawing on such possibilities as emergence and top-down
         causation, quantum mechanical effects in the brain, chaos theory and complexity theory,
         non-linear dynamics, self-organization, non-reductive physicalism, or even by embedding
         the scientific account of what we are in some broader, but ultimately dubious, philosophical
         scheme, such as process philosophy or the speculations of Teilhard de Chardin. 
      

      
      Legend has it that the comic actor W. C. Fields lay on his deathbed, paging through
         a Bible. A surprised friend asked the ailing reprobate what he was doing; Fields muttered,
         “Looking for loopholes, looking for loopholes.” Persons of faith, concerned that the
         rising tide of scientific inquiry threatens to inundate humanity, sometimes seem intent
         on finding loopholes in the “book of nature” that will make the world safe for traditional
         conceptions of what we are. My strategy involves no loopholes, no appeal to speculative
         or exotic possibilities that might soften the blow science delivers to pleasing conceptions
         of human nature. Whatever value any of these ideas have in their own right, they do
         nothing to mitigate the news from science. I propose the marriage of a robust scientific
         naturalism with a robust Christian theology, tempted neither by denial nor evasion.
         That union relies not on loopholes, but on close attention to the actual implications
         of both the Christian faith and scientific naturalism. To explore these implications
         I will often rely on ideas recruited from contemporary philosophy, which seeks to
         find a place for human persons, for mind, consciousness, rationality, meaning, value
         and purpose, freedom, responsibility and moral truth in the physical universe we know
         by way of the sciences. If the theology and the science are this book’s poetry, the
         philosophy is the prose, the undramatic making of careful distinctions and cautious
         inferences. What I take from
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