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student essay competition
winner
The topic up for discussion in this year’s CiS student
essay competition was Science and Faith. Entries
of a very high standard came from all over the
world and the topics discussed ranged from the
origins of labour pains to secularisation.
This year’s winning essay, “Miracles in the Blind
Spot”, was written by Sebastian Wood, a first
year Physics PhD student from Imperial. Second
place went to Tim Middleton, (1st year Earth
Sciences DPhil, Oxford) for his essay “The Heavens
Declare : Natural Theology and our Desire for
the Transcendent”. Sebastian’s essay has been
included as the main article in this edition of PréCiS
and both the first and second place essays can be
viewed online at www.cis.org.uk/about-cis/students/
Huge thanks to everyone who entered the
competition, and to our judges, Clare Foster, Meric
Srokosz and Simon Kolstoe.

Miracles in the Blind Spot
The other conversations at the dinner table lulled
as my new acquaintance burst out indignantly,
“You don’t seriously believe that Jesus’ mother
was a virgin, do you?!” Once it emerged that I
was a Christian, my research colleague seemed
to have taken offence. He could not understand
how I could call myself a scientist and yet readily
accept the Biblical accounts of miracles upon
which my faith is based.
The whole situation was socially very
embarrassing, but for me it raised a deeper issue
as I reflected on the experience: why was I willing
to accept the Biblical miracles when I would
certainly demand much stronger evidence if
somebody made a comparable claim today? If a
friend said that they had seen water turn instantly
into wine I should want to see video recordings,
chemical analyses, and a rigorous account of the
experimental conditions. Yet I would staunchly
defend the reliability of the account in John’s
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Gospel where Jesus performed that same miracle
even though no supporting information was supplied.
[1] Richard Dawkins makes a scathing diagnosis of my
situation:

environmental conditions and record every aspect
of the experiment. It is important that there can be
no doubt about our observations because we do not
necessarily expect the miracle to be repeatable.

“When pressed, many educated Christians are too
loyal to deny the virgin birth and the resurrection. But
it embarrasses them because their rational minds know
that it is absurd, so they would much rather not be
asked.”[2]

Perhaps a reasonable hypothesis for our experiment
is that no change will be observed - if that is found to
be the case, we can simply conclude that the miracle
did not occur and our work will be difficult to publish.
Suppose, on the other hand, that a miracle does occur
and the wine glass is found to be full of a deep red
claret. Unlikely though it seems, we must entertain
the suggestion, or there was no point in performing
the experiment. If that were to happen, what should
we conclude?

I should make clear at this point that I am thinking of
the spectacular type of miracle which Hume describes
as ‘a violation of the laws of nature’[3] rather than the
coincidences and improbable events, which may also
be interpreted as miracles but cause little discomfort
to scientists. The problem with miracles is a lack of
scientific evidence. Anecdotally there seems to be
no shortage of people claiming to have witnessed
miracles, but to convince a scientist we need
something stronger: data, artefacts and controlled
conditions. Hume describes the reports of miracles he
encountered in characteristically 18th century terms:
“they are observed chiefly to abound among ignorant
and barbarous nations”[3]
We might want to reword it for today but his point
remains: there are few (if any) reports of miracles
published in the scientific literature. The popular
maxim that ‘extraordinary claims require extraordinary
evidence’[4] seems quite reasonable and so it is little
wonder that scientists tend to reject miracle stories.
The most obvious way to address this difficulty is by
seeking experimental evidence for a miracle. Although
the probability of actually observing one is low,
imagining the investigation will be sufficient for our
purposes. In this ‘thought experiment’ we shall try to
observe the instant transformation of water into wine.
We will simply decant deionised water from a jar into
a clean wine glass and measure any changes in the
physical and chemical properties of the fluid. Prayers,
spells and rituals may be performed if desired, but
must not interfere with the control of experimental
conditions. To ensure that our results stand up to
scrutiny we will need to pay particular attention to the
2

In this imaginary experiment we have already satisfied
ourselves with the control procedures and everything
was measured and recorded so that there can be no
dispute that the water did turn into wine. However,
the interpretation is not as simple. If we want to claim
that what we observed was a miracle by our definition,
we need to be sure that the laws of nature have been
violated. It is entirely possible that we have discovered
a new natural phenomenon resulting from factors
not yet known to science. To discount this possibility
we would need to have a complete understanding
of all natural laws – a claim which surely no scientist
would dare make. After all, what we call natural laws
are simply a compiled understanding of the Universe

as we have found it through scientific observations.
So if we were to find water inexplicably turning into
wine, we would need to update the natural laws, not
claim that they have been violated. Charles Coulson
describes how we should respond in a case like this:
“when we come to the scientifically unknown, our correct
policy is not to rejoice because we have found God; it is
to become better scientists.”[5]
Perhaps the example of water turning into wine is a
little too surreal to digest. A similar situation in the
real-world might be the case of ‘miraculous’ cancer
healings. Aside from anecdotal reports, which seem
to be fairly common, there are also some recorded
in scientific literature.[6,7] The primary difference is
that colloquially these are called miraculous healings,
whereas scientists prefer the term ‘spontaneous
remission’.[7] Although these cases defy our
current scientific understanding, there is no way to
scientifically distinguish whether the causes are natural
or miraculous, so it would be unjustified to call these
miracles.
In conclusion, our quest for scientific evidence of
miracles has failed, but it did so because of a systematic
inability of the scientific method to identify them. It is
rather like hauling in a large fishing net and concluding
that there are no fish less than six inches long in the sea
- the scientific method has a blind spot for miracles. If
the ‘rational mind’ wishes to look into the blind spots
it will need to accept the limitations of science and
consider other rational approaches to understanding
the Universe.
Sebastian Wood, Imperial College
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Facebook
If you are a Facebook user and would like to be
kept up to date with CiS news as it happens then
be sure to like our Facebook page.

interview with Prof David Huntley
David is Emeritus Professor of Physical
Oceanography at Plymouth University and
heads up the South West CiS Local Group.
Here he tells us a little about his life, his
science and his faith.
Tell us what you’ve been doing until now.
I am now Emeritus Professor of Physical Oceanography
at Plymouth University, having recently retired from a
career studying waves, currents and sand movement
on beaches around the world.
I was brought up in the West Country and went
to University in this country but my early career in
oceanography was spent at a University in eastern
Canada. I moved back to Plymouth with my family in
1987 and have been at the University since then. In
retirement I’ve trained as a Church of England Reader
and am slowly overcoming my fear of the difference
between preaching and lecturing!
What do you do for fun?
We live in a beautiful part of the world and my wife
and I enjoy walking and cycling in it, especially if it
involves a pub lunch or a cream tea (which it generally
does!). I have a well stocked, though sadly not always
well organised, wood workshop and a list of projects,
mainly for one or other of our six grandchildren. I also
sing in a choir which delights in having the minimum of
rehearsals before concerts!
Who have been the most important role
models in your life?
I was brought up in a Christian home and my mother
especially shaped my early faith. As a child, I had to
spend several months in hospital and, amongst the
nurses, was a noticeably kind Staff Nurse who used to
pray out loud over our ward as she turned off the lights

for the night – undoubtedly not allowed nowadays
but enormously encouraging at the time.
At school my favourite subject was science (if only
because, if pressed, it was often possible to work things
out from first principles rather than rely on memory)
but I wasn’t sure that a Christian could be a good
scientist until I met some vibrant Christians during
my gap year before going to University. I went to
work at the Atomic Energy Research Establishment at
Harwell and was given accommodation at their hostel
in Abingdon, and there I met a group of scientists who
worshipped together in a converted barn nearby. It
was wonderful to share a love of God with people
who were also fully involved in scientific research.

How has your faith helped you as a scientist
or vice versa?
Even after a career in scientific research and teaching,
it still amazes me that we can use our brains to
understand and even predict processes and events in
our world and I’ve no doubt that this is part of what it
means to be made in the image of God. Some work
of mine was once cited in the Journal of Precambrian
Research; how wondrous and humbling to realise that
a process I was able in some small part to explain has
been going on for millions of years in God’s creation!
I particularly struggle with the arrogance that can so
easily characterise research scientists. Surely what we
do can only sensibly lead to awe and praise for our
creator
What science-faith book have you most
enjoyed/found most helpful?
When I started out as a scientist, I found writings
by Donald MacKay (for example, ‘Christianity in a
Mechanistic Universe’) very helpful. In the current
often over-heated debate with Richard Dawkins and
others, I particularly enjoyed ‘Darwin’s Angel’ by John
Cornwell. But for an overview and a book to give to
others thinking about the issues, I’d choose ‘God’s
Undertaker’ by John C. Lennox.

God and nature magazine
Like many, my Christian commitment grew
enormously at University and I was particularly helped
by talks at CICCU by people like Derek Kidner. Today
I am hugely encouraged by the friendship of Christian
research colleagues in our local CiS group.
What challenges have you come across as a
Christian and a scientist?
The idea that science can explain everything, and is
all there is to understanding life, has always been a
strangely wild extrapolation to me. Witnessing to those
who, as scientists, must be willing to have their minds
changed by new scientific developments, but who
have minds closed to Christianity is a real challenge!
I can’t claim any special skill but at least sometimes
patience and perseverance can work.
4

The third edition of the new ASA - CiS science faith magazine God and Nature is now available
to read online at http://godandnature.asa3.org/.
Including essays, articles and interviews, this
magazine is for anyone who has ever been
confused, conflicted, intrigued or inspired by the
relationship between science and faith.
If you’re interested in contributing to future issues
please e-mail Emily Ruppel at emily@asa3.org.

local group news
If you live somewhere that does not have a CiS local
group but you wish it did, please get in touch with the
Development Officer, Becky Lowton (becky@cis.org.
uk) about starting up a new group in your area.
There is strong interest in forming a local group in
the Warrington, Widnes, Runcorn & St Helens
area. Please e-mail Howard Leatherbarrow
(cgf-warrington@hotmail.co.uk) if you would like to
be involved.

bristol
We would like to welcome Natasha and Ian Evans as
the new organisers of the Bristol local group. Natasha
and Ian have taken over from Christina Biggs, who has
faithfully organised and run events in Bristol over the
last few years.
The CiS committee would like to thank Christina for
all that she has contributed to the Bristol group over
the last few years and wish her and Brendan the very
best in their next adventure.
For more information about events in Bristol, or to be
added to the mailing list, please now contact Natasha
Evans on bristolcis@hotmail.co.uk.

New CiS Groups in Birmingham
and Sheffield

CAMBRIDGE
For details of upcoming events in Cambridge please
go to www.st-edmunds.cam.ac.uk/faraday/Lectures.
php.

Birmingham
A new local group has been set up at Birmingham
University, hosting its first open event on the 1st
October, when Denis Alexander spoke to an
audience of around 200 on the topic of “Has
Science Buried God?”

CENTRAL SOUTH
Prof. John Wyatt gave a talk entitled “Matters of Life
and Death” at the Central - South group on the 15th
November. Recordings of this and previous talks are
available on the group’s webpage www.cis.org.uk/
groups/central-south/

The group plans to organise events for both
students and non-students. If you would like more
information about happenings in the Birmingham
area then please contact Daniel Holt at danholt92@
gmail.com or join the Facebook group www.
facebook.com/groups/ciscbirmingham/.

If you would like further information about the Central
South Group please go to our webpage or e-mail
simon@cis.org.uk.

Sheffield
The new Sheffield CiS group is based at Sheffield
University. The group meets regularly for prayer
and discussion and plans to run open lectures once
a term. Prof. John Wyatt will be giving the group’s
first lecture on the subject of “What is a Person?
Neuroscience and Humanity” on the 3rd December.

Durham
Contact Alan Roberts (a.w.roberts@durham.ac.uk)
for information about future events in Durham.
Edinburgh
The Edinburgh group met for an evening of discussion
on the 8th November.

For further details or to be added on to the mailing
list please e-mail shefuni.cisc@gmail.com or join
the Facebook group www.facebook.com/groups/
shefuni.cisc/.

If you would like details of future meetings please e-mail
Gavin Merrifield on g.d.merrifield@ed.ac.uk.

Groups
abergavenny
If you would like to get involved with the CiS discussion
group in Abergavenny please contact Dr Huw Morgan
on jhcmorgan@gmail.com.

Glasgow
If you live in the Glasgow area and are interested in
being part of a CiS local group, please get in touch with
Dr Lawrence Osborn (lawrence@lhosborn.co.uk).
Harrow
For details of future events please contact Revd
Lyndon North (revlnorth@aol.com, 07747 638783).

Cover image courtesy Mihai Tamasila, http://mihaitamasila.blogspot.com/.
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Ipswich
For information about future events in Ipswich please
contact Dr John Ling (jjling@btopenworld.com).

featuring Prof. Simon Conway Morris. Please contact
info@cis.norwich.org.uk for details about upcoming
events in the Norwich area.

Ireland
Details about upcoming events in Ireland can be
found on the Irish group’s website www.cis.org.uk/
ireland/ or by contacting Peter van der Burgt (peter.
vanderburgt@nuim.ie).

nottingham
On the 8th November, CiS Nottingham hosted a joint
event with the Nottingham University Chaplaincy with
special guest speaker Prof. John Bryant. John spoke
on the topic of “There Is No Conflict: a Biologist’s view
of the Science - Religion Debate”.

LIVERPOOL
The Liverpool group continues to meet on the last
Wednesday of every month in term time at 5.30 pm
in the Anglican Chaplaincy, Mulberry Court. Contact
Neville Cobbe for more information (Neville.cobbe@
liverpool.ac.uk).
Leeds
Our winter meeting is taking place on Tuesday
January 15th, 7.30 for 8pm at South Parade Baptist
Church (opposite the entrance to Headingley test
cricket ground). We are extremely lucky to have the
distinguished scientist Prof. Simon Conway Morris
FRS addressing us on “If Evolution is True, What Hope
for Christianity?” Simon is Professor of Evolutionary
Palaeobiology at Cambridge University; he presented
the Royal Institution Christmas lectures in 1996.
Please contact John Lockwood (jglockwood1@
me.com) for details of future events in Leeds or to be
added onto the mailing list.
MANCHESTER
CiS Manchester met on the 21st November. Prof.
David Watts gave a talk entitled “Has Science got rid of
God?” which was followed by a lively time of questions
and discussion.
E-mail Becky Lowton (rebecca.lowton@googlemail.
com) if you would like further details or to be added
onto the mailing list.
Newcastle
If you would like information about CiS happenings
in Newcastle then please e-mail Peter Donaldson
(peter.donaldson@newcastle.ac.uk) including CiS in
the subject line to avoid spam filters.
norwich
The Norwich group recently partnered with Science
and Faith in Norfolk for an event at the Cathedral

The Nottingham group meet regularly for discussion
about science - faith topics. Please contact Geoff Bagley
(geoffbagley@me.com) for further information.
Oxford
The Oxford group meets once or twice a term at St
Andrew’s Church, Linton Road, Oxford.
If you would like more information about events
please e-mail Dr Diana Briggs on diana.briggs@
wolfson.oxon.org.
south west
Please contact Prof. David Huntley (dhuntley@
plymouth.ac.uk) for details of science - faith events in
the south west.
SURREY
CiS Surrey hosted a panel discussion entitled ‘A
Question of Science & Faith’ on the 20th November
at Christ Church, Purley. The evening was chaired by
Prof. Sam Berry and the panel was made up of Prof.
Russell Stannard, Prof. Bob Slade, Dr Ruth Bancewicz
and Bishop David Atkinson.
For details about future events in Surrey please contact
Joy Perkins at joyeperkins@googlemail.com.

Submissions for the next PrÉCiS
We would love to receive your contributions for
the next issue of PréCiS.
Please send details of any events, conferences,
books and other news you would like included
to Becky Lowton at becky@cis.org.uk by the 15th
January.
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