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LONDON CONFERENCE REPORT
Christian Roots of Modern Science –
Learning from the Past
The Authorized Version of the Bible appeared
in 1611, 400 years ago next year. The Royal
Society was founded in 1660, 350 years ago.
Neither event has any direct impact on us
today, but both of them have had profound
and continuing effects. There is a tendency for
scientists to regard history as irrelevant. After all,
we are concerned with advancing knowledge,
and this often means discarding old ideas and
interpretations. My University Library relegates
all science journals into “store” after five years,
implying their content has become of little more
than antiquarian interest.
The assumption that history is merely a list of
past mistakes was comprehensively torpedoed
by the 2010 Conference. Around 110 people of
all ages (or at least from around 20 to 80+) were
stimulated and entertained by five of the leading
British scholars on the development of science.

I use the verbs ‘stimulated and entertained’
intentionally: all five speakers communicated
clearly and positively.
Peter Harrison, Professor of Science and Religion
in Oxford asked ‘is science inevitable?’ Why did
science take off in the West but failed to develop
from significant beginnings in ancient China and
mediaeval Islam? Harrison’s answer was not that
the Christian West necessarily had better ideas,
but that it did provide a set of values which led it to
pursue science. These included presuppositions
about the regularity and lawfulness of the natural
world; justification for the scientific enterprise
(recognizing that God wrote a Book of Works as
well as a Book of Words); and motivation, both for
improving the world and exulting in the wonders
of nature. The 17th Century was a pivotal time:
the organic model of Aristotle gave way to the
mechanical model of Descartes, allowing the
concept of natural “laws” to emerge, which in
turn encouraged an experimental approach to
the natural world.

BEING A CHRISTIAN IN SCIENCE
THE CiS STUDENT CONFERENCE 2010

John Polkinghorne will speak on “Is God Necessary”
Other talks include: Is Christianity Unscientific?, Life in the Lab, Being a High Flyer
Panel Discussion - Your Apologetics Questions Answered
Saturday 27th November 2010,10.00 - 17.30
London Institute for Contemporary Christianity, W1G 0DQ
Cost: £8, E-mail becky@cis.org.uk to register

Further details available at www.cis.org.uk
Image: Starburst Galaxy M82, courtesy of NASA, ESA, and The Hubble Heritage Team (STScI/AURA)
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John Hedley Brooke, President of the International
Society for Science and Religion and Peter Harrison’s
predecessor as Oxford Professor, traced arguments
from design through the centuries. Historically such
arguments were used to combat atheism and to
reassure the faithful. We were reminded that Arthur
Peacocke believed that they could also be used to
establish common ground between different traditions
in scientific pathways towards God. Paley-type
determinism received a major blow from Darwin’s
proposals, but they did not remove God from his
creation. Brooke produced a memorable quote from
T.H. Huxley, that “the antagonism between science
and religion about which we hear so much appears
to me to be purely factitious – fabricated on the one
hand by short-sighted religious people who confound
a certain branch of [study], theology, with religion;
and on the other, by equally short-sighted scientific
people who forget that science takes as its province
only that which is susceptible of clear intellectual
comprehension”. “Intelligent Design” received short
shrift as neither sound science nor good theology.
The third pre-lunch paper was given on “Adam’s

2

bloodline: genesis, race and human origins” by David
Livingstone, Professor of Geography and Intellectual
History in Belfast. He was not concerned so much
with the biological niceties of ‘mitochondrial Eve’
and ‘Y-chromosomal Adam’ as with the way that
interpretations of the early chapters of Genesis have
influenced sociology and politics. He recalled the
argument that the Genesis account is concerned only
with the history of the Jews, implying there may have
been other non-Hebrew peoples (“polygenism”). This
could explain where Cain got his wife and occupied
the city which he built, but more sinisterly that “native
peoples” were outside God’s grace. We were given a
powerful cautionary tale about the need to interpret
Scripture carefully.
After lunch, Allan Chapman, a distinguished historian
and broadcaster from Oxford, sought to persuade
us that there was a continuity of scientific thought
through Reformation times; in other words, that
science was not invented by born-again Protestants,
that the notion of a mediaeval intellectual darkness is
a myth. He heaped up examples of significant thought
and work in pre-Reformation times. For example,

the Venerable Bede in the 9th Century was well
aware that the Earth was round. Augustine (died 430)
and William of Couches (d.1154) made it clear that
Genesis should not be treated as a scientific textbook;
Archbishop Thomas Bradwardine (d.1349), Bishop
Nicole d’Oresme (d.1382) and Cardinal Nicholas of
Cusa (d.1464) published ‘thought-experiments’ about
infinity and life on other worlds. Clerical thinkers laid the
foundations of optics, early chemistry, and dynamics.
Chapman concluded, “What is truly amazing is how
this achievement has been largely airbrushed out of
cultural understanding, leaving the word ‘mediaeval’
to be associated with the primitive and the backward,
and the Church routinely depicted as a repressor of
scientific endeavour”.
The day was fittingly concluded with “Rebuilding
the Matrix” by Denis Alexander, Editor of Science &
Christian Belief and Director of the Faraday Institute,
the title of his 2001 book. He emphasized how
Christianity undergirds the notion of scientific truth;
how science produces many more benefits than the
purely economic; that the Christian faith strengthens
the discipline of truth-telling in science; that Christians
have a task to challenge the idea that science has all the
answers; and that Christians have a responsibility to
shape how scientific discoveries are applied.
What more shall I say? I do not have time or space
to tell of contacts made and renewed, discussions in
discipline groups, planning of local groups, bookshop
sales, and much more. I look forward to October 2011
and our next Conference. Meanwhile I shall refresh
my acquaintance with John Brooke’s Science and
Religion (Cambridge, 1991) and get down to reading
Peter Harrison’s The Fall of Man and the Foundations
of Science (Cambridge, 2007) and David Livingstone’s
Adam’s Ancestors (Johns Hopkins, 2008)........
Sam Berry, Nov 2010

ARE YOU A WEB ENTHUSIAST?
If you would be interested in helping
keep our website up to date please
contact Becky Lowton at
becky@cis.org.uk.
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INTERVIEW WITH REV. DR. SCOTT PEDDIE
Scott trained in marine biology and is minister of two
congregations in Co. Antrim. He is married to Fiona
with two sons, Matthew and Christopher. Scott also
runs the CiS Ireland local group, details of which can
be found at www.cis.org.uk/ireland.

Tell us what you’ve been doing until now.
From a very early age I was fascinated by the sea,
so as far back as I can remember I have wanted to
follow a career path that would indulge that interest.
Once my parents bought a fish tank I literally became
hooked on all things aquatic, and decided that I would
pursue a career in marine biology. That took me on
to the University of Aberdeen where I studied for
an undergraduate degree in zoology, specialising in
marine biology.
Once I finished my degree I worked in the aquaculture
industry in Ireland and Norway and found that to be
something I wanted to pursue further. I then decided
to return to Aberdeen to enrol on an MSc course
in Aquaculture Business Management. From there I
went back to Industry, before returning once again to
Aberdeen to undertake an Industrial PhD looking at
developing novel immunostimulants for the control
of disease in trout. After three years I wanted a
break from laboratory-based work so I combined my
background in business with biology and became an
animal health economist at the Scottish Agricultural
College, undertaking research, consultancy and
teaching activities, which I very much enjoyed.

After a couple of years in that post I moved to New
Zealand to take up a post in industry as a Research,
Development and Fish Health Manager. Thereafter I
returned to the UK, settling in Northern Ireland, and set
up a consultancy, training and publishing business with
my wife Fiona; we worked on a range of aquaculturebased projects in Europe and North America.

‘creationist’ lobby is a source of frustration at times.
Unfortunately there is a perception in some church
circles that science and faith are somehow competing
ideologies, a notion I reject completely.

As a PhD student I began to sense a strong pull to
go to church. This was a strange experience for
me, because I wasn’t brought up in a church-going
household and my worldview was decidedly agnostic
until that point! My wife and I then began to attend
St. Machar’s Cathedral in Old Aberdeen and I instantly
felt at home. I became more and more interested
in theology and was wonderfully encouraged by the
then Minister, Richard Frazer, to pursue a growing
sense of calling to the ordained ministry. It wasn’t until
we moved to New Zealand that I began any formal
theological training, firstly at the Bible College of New
Zealand and then part-time at Queen’s University in
Belfast. It was on my return to Northern Ireland that
I was accepted as a student for the ministry, leading to
ordination in 2008 and me becoming the minister of
two Co. Antrim congregations.

Certainly as I came to faith during my PhD studies I
found that my motivations for studying my chosen
subject began to change somewhat. The joy of
discovering how aspects of God’s creation work, has
given me a profound sense of awe and has spurred
me on to continually ask questions.

Who have been the most important role
models in your life?
In terms of people I’ve known personally, Rev. Dr.
Richard Frazer, a Church Of Scotland Minister has
been hugely influential in my Christian journey. It was
through Richard that I first encountered Christ; his
enthusiasm and ability to communicate the true values
of Christian discipleship was, and is, truly inspirational.
With respect to other figures, I hugely admire the
theology and example of unwavering discipleship
offered by Dietrich Bonhoeffer. I’m also a fan of
Thomas Merton and have been fascinated by his ability
to foster a deeply contemplative prayer life whilst still
remaining engaged with the wider world and the
contemporary issues that demand a faith response.
What challenges have you come across as a
Christian and a scientist?
Remarkably few! That said, living and working
in Northern Ireland, the strong and vociferous
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How has your faith helped you as a scientist
or vice versa?

As a Christian, I feel immensely privileged that I have
a scientific background; it informs my faith at every
juncture and is very much part of how I articulate the
Gospel message in my own ministry.
What science-faith book have you most
enjoyed/found most helpful?
I’m going to be a bit cheeky and give you two titles!
The first is ‘Darwin’s Forgotten Defenders’ by David
Livingstone. David’s ability to bring to life historical
figures and to construct a coherent and impeccably
researched narrative in this book is so refreshing. I do
think that this publication is a must read for all church
leaders as it reminds us that it is, and always has been,
possible to hold to an evangelical faith perspective
whilst also embracing Darwinian evolutionary theory.
The second book, which is more recent, is ‘Reading
Genesis after Darwin’ (edited by Stephen Barton and
David Wilkinson). Again, this is a very accessible,
and highly informative book that demonstrates
authoritatively that the insights of the natural sciences
can happily co-exist with the Divine revelation afforded
by scripture.

NEW MEMBERSHIP SECRETARY
REQUIRED, SUMMER 2011
After many years of faithful service, Tom Moffat will
be standing down as our membership secretary
next summer. If you would be interested in being
considered for taking on this role, please contact the
CiS secretary, secretary@cis.org.uk.

NEW CiS HANDBOOK FOR LOCAL
GROUPS
A new handbook for CiS local group leaders has been
created with the aim of providing advice and support
to anyone involved in the leadership of a Christians
in Science local group. Much of the advice contained
was gathered from the experience and knowledge
of current and former group leaders with the aim of
sharing ideas, experience and best practice amongst
local CiS branches. Contact Becky Lowton (becky@
cis.org.uk) if you would like a copy.

LOCAL GROUP NEWS
If you live somewhere that does not yet have a 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 currently strong interest in forming local groups in
the following centres around the UK:
Peterborough area: please contact Les Batty
(les.batty@mac.com)
Sheffield area: please contact Richard Clayton
(r.h.clayton@sheffield.ac.uk) or
Nik Walch (njwalch@gmail.com)
Leeds area: please contact John Lockwood
(jglockwood1@me.com)
Inverness / Highlands of Scotland area: please
contact Dr Alan Fraser (alantambo@uwclub.net)
Manchester area: please contact Becky Lowton
(rebecca.lowton@googlemail.com)
Surrey area: please contact Joy Perkins
(joyeperkins@googlemail.com)
BRISTOL
CiS Bristol usually meets in The Randall Room, All
Saints Church, Pembroke Road, Clifton, Bristol BS8
2HY.
Dr Ard Louis, Reader in Theoretical Physics at the
University of Oxford and Associate of the Faraday
Institute for Science and Religion in Cambridge will
join us on 4th February 2011 to discuss “Self-assembly
and evolution: models, metaphors and meaning?”. The
talk will take place at 8pm in the usual place.
For more information please contact Dr Christina
Biggs (cmbbiggs@googlemail.com)
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CAMBRIDGE
Dr Jennifer Wiseman from NASA will be speaking
at 5.30 on March 1st 2011 on the subject of “Would
discovering extraterrestrial life make God redundant?”
Further details available at
www.st-edmunds.cam.ac.uk/faraday/Lectures.php.
CENTRAL SOUTH
Prof Robert White FRS, Cambridge will discuss
Natural Disasters: Are they Acts of God? on Thursday
2nd December at 7.30pm in Building 32 (EEE),
Southampton University, University Road, SO17 1BJ.
“We live in a world where the same natural processes
that make it habitable can kill thousands of people.
Natural disasters pull us up sharp and make us face
head-on the hard questions of life and death. Prof Bob
White will discuss how an all-powerful, all-loving God can
allow such things to happen.”
Further information on this and recordings of previous
lectures can be found at www.cis-centralsouth.org.uk,
or email Robert.Heather@gmail.com
DURHAM
A one day conference entitled Science and Christianity
– An Introduction will be held on Saturday 29th January,
2011, St John’s College, Durham. This conference will
give a broad introduction to the relationship between
science and faith, using the excellent ‘Test of Faith’
material with plenty of opportunity for discussion and
questions with guest speaker and Test of Faith project
leader Dr Ruth Bancewicz.
Run by Christians in Science, Test of Faith and St. John’s
College, for more information see www.cis.org.uk,
www.testoffaith.com or email cis.society@dur.ac.uk.
EDINBURGH
For details of upcoming events please contact Gavin
Merrifield (g.d.merrifield@sms.ed.ac.uk)
GLASGOW
If you would like details of CiS Glasgow please contact
Dr Lawrence Osborne (lawrence@lhosborn.co.uk)
HARROW
On the 20th October, Prof. Robert White FRS, from
Cambridge spoke on “Are Natural Disasters Acts of
God?” For details of future events please contact Rev.
Lyndon North (revlnorth@aol.com, 07747 638783)

IPSWICH
Rev Dr Rodney Holder spoke at the inaugural meeting
of the Ipswich group on the 15th November on the
subject of God and the Big Bang.
Denis Alexander then joined us for the next meeting
on the 22nd November and spoke on the subject of
Genetics and Human Identity.
For further information about future events please
contact Dr John Ling (jjling@btopenworld.com).
IRELAND
For details of future events in Ireland please see
www.cis.org.uk/ireland or contact Dr Scott Peddie
(02894 487669, s.peddie@pattersonpeddie.com).
NORWICH
Please contact info@cis.norwich.org.uk for more
details about upcoming events in the Norwich area.
NOTTINGHAM
Rev Dr Rodney Holder discussed “Is the Universe
Designed?” on the 11th November at an event jointly
hosted by CiS Nottingham and the Nottingham
University Chaplaincy.

Matt Frost continues to give talks at local churches and
outreach events (including one to over 100 people
at a Wetherspoons pub!) and John Spicer is active in
giving talks and addressing questions on Christianity
and biology, including an event under the title ‘Darwin’s
legacy to the church’ at Emmanuel Baptist Church,
Falmouth and one to the Diocese of Plymouth in their
‘Theology across the table’ programme. On the 10th
November David Huntley and Mike Kent led a session
with sixth formers at a local school based on the Test
of Faith material, which we hope will lead to further
sessions in due course.
For more information please contact Prof David
Huntley (dhuntley@plymouth.ac.uk).
NEW RESOURCE - GOD: NEW EVIDENCE
‘God: new evidence’ is a new series of videos from
Focus exploring cosmic fine-tuning as a pointer
towards the reality of a creator. The videos feature
John Polkinghorne, David Wilkinson, Rodney Holder,
Graham Swinerd and Peter Williams.

The next regular meeting will be held on Dec 7th when
there will be a report & discussion on a recent Oxford
conference on ‘Reason, Theology and the Genome’.
The conference dealt mainly with the philosophy
and ethics of human enhancement and the role of
Christianity in the Public Square.
Please contact Geoff Bagley (geoffbagley@me.com)
for further information.
OXFORD
The Oxford local group meets from 7.30 - 9.30
pm once or twice a term at St Andrew’s Church,
Linton Rd North Oxford. On Friday 19th November,
Professor Simon Conway Morris spoke on “If evolution
is predictable what are the implications?”

They can be watched free of charge online through
www.focus.org.uk, and they are also available on a
DVD (price £14.99, running time 53 minutes) which
can be purchased through the web site. There is also
a ‘God: new evidence’ Facebook page,
www.facebook.com/godnewevidence.’

For more information or to be added to the mailing list
please email diana.briggs@wolfson.oxon.org.

SUBMISSIONS FOR THE NEXT PRECIS

SOUTH WEST
There have been no public events organised by the
South West branch this autumn but local members
continue to be active in promoting discussion of the
relationship between Christianity and science.

We would love to receive your contributions - news
of local group activities, events, new books and other
local activities. Items for the next PreCiS should be
submitted to Becky Lowton at becky@cis.org.uk by
Monday 10th January 2011
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