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Wondering

What motivates a scientist to wrestle with 
difficult questions?  Is doubt a necessary by-
product of wonder? 

Rhoda Hawkins is a lecturer in Physics 
at Sheffield University, and has been a 
member of Christians in Science since she 
was a student. She uses theoretical physics 
to tackle biological problems, and her main 
area of research is cell movement. Ruth 
Bancewicz recently interviewed Rhoda 
about the role of wonder in both her 
research and her faith.

I find cell movement incredible. You’ve got a 
blob of squidgy material crawling across a surface 
or squeezing through a gap, and if it’s a white 
blood cell it might be doing something more 

complicated like chasing a bacterium. How is a 
relatively simple cell capable of doing such things? 
In my research group we try to model the cell and 
think about its physical properties. I collaborate 
with experimentalists - mainly biologists and 
other physicists, who test our predictions. I 
like hanging out in the lab every now and then 
to watch what the biologists are doing. If the 
experiment shows something different to what 
we predicted, then that might mean the model is 
wrong so we change the theory, and that informs 
new experiments. Maybe one day some of my 
work might be useful in medical applications: 
perhaps a better understanding of the immune 
system or the movement of metastatic cells in 
cancer.

One of the real drivers for me in this work is that 
I get to work at a very fundamental level, asking 
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Science and chriStianity: 
the view inwardS, upwardS and outwardS

St Wulstan’s Church, Birmingham, B29 7DU
Saturday 2 n d March 2013

More details at www.cis.org.uk/conferences

CiS 2013 Student Conference

Registration £10. 

Session themes include:

Inwards
Developing a Christian Mind
Dr Stuart Judge, Oxford

Upwards
Science, Awe, Wonder and 
Worship
Dr Ross Williams, Lincoln

Outwards
Science and Apologetics
Dr Sharon Dirckx, Oxford Centre for 
Christian Apologetics

Outwards 
Serving God in Science and 
Engineering
Dr Mike Clifford, Nottingham

E-mail becky@cis.org.uk to 
register. 
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happen often! Usually I’ve proved the equivalent of 
something like zero equals zero. Every now and then 
I solve a calculation and get an answer which makes 
sense physically, and that is extremely exciting. I find it 
incredible that we can use the language of mathematics 
and our finite human brains to understand something 
in the physical universe. There’s an amazement 
about it that goes beyond what I’ve done myself - an 
acknowledgement of beauty. 

I love seeing wonder in other people. Sometimes I 
get to watch the light dawning on a student’s face as 
they come to understand something for the first time, 
or it’s a shared experience of wonder with a research 
student or a colleague. Sometimes those moments 
are too rare, but if I got them all the time I would take 
them for granted. Even the struggle is contributing to 
that sense of wonder, because it’s more amazing if it’s 
difficult and complicated. If climbing the mountain was 
too easy, then you wouldn’t feel so happy when you 
got to the top. It’s more of a long-term picture. 

I most often feel wonder when I’m at a conference 
listening to somebody else describing their research. 
I’m amazed by what I learn about the problem they’re 
working on, and what they’ve done in understanding 
it. I find that inspirational for my own work, even if 
it’s not directly relevant. Seeing other people’s results 
encourages me that we could make some progress 
in what we’re doing. If I haven’t been to a conference 
for several months and I’ve been struggling with a 
difficult research problem during that time, I can find 
myself getting a little bit dry. I look forward to going 
to a conference so I can be reminded of the bigger 
questions that we’re all searching to answer. 

questions like ‘How does that work?’ Sometimes 
as a child, when you keep asking ‘Why?’, adults get 
frustrated with you and effectively tell you to shut up. 
Scientists are the people who are still allowed to ask 
those questions. Every piece of research I do always 
leads to more questions. It’s like exploring a castle: you 
open a door and realise there are more rooms than 
you thought. I’m not able to leave those questions 
alone. Some people can look at a rainbow and say, 
‘That’s beautiful’, and leave it at that. I can’t stop 
there – I want to know why. Sometimes I get bogged 
down in projects where the question I’m asking is too 
difficult, or beyond where we are at the moment and 
we just can’t answer it. That’s really frustrating, but 
struggling with it is better than not trying. If you’re not 
allowed to ask the questions, it’s stifling. 

What gives me an enormous sense of wonder, is 
when I do a calculation and it works. That does not 

CiS diSCount on PerSPeCtiveS on 
SCienCe and ChriStian Faith

The American Scientific Affiliation has asked us to 
remind CiS members that they are entitled to a 
20% discount on the ASA journal, Perspectives on 
Science and Christian Faith, http://network.asa3.
org/?page=PSCF.

If you would like more information please e-mail 
the CiS Secretary on secretary@cis.org.uk.























          






Rhoda’s research involves using theoretical 
physics to model the movement of cells.

Cell image courtesy of Dr Cecil Fox (Photographer), National Cancer Institute, illustration courtesy of Dr Rhoda Hawkins
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intervieW With gavin MerriField

Gavin is doing a PhD with the Edinburgh 
University Preclincal Imaging group and heads 
up the CiS Edinburgh group. 

tell us what you’ve been doing until now.
Having grown up in the Devon countryside and always 
been fascinated by science, I studied astrophysics at 
Exeter University and then photonics at St. Andrews. 
This was followed by five years of biomedical research 
in Edinburgh, leading to my current PhD in the 
neuroimaging of animal models of brain dysfunction. 
Over my career I have found myself more and more 
biologically inclined, investigating everything from 
neuroscience to cardiac systems in novel species such 
as spiders and zebrafish. My PhD has been a pleasing 
return to physics-based research, but I no longer think 
of myself just as a physicist.

What do you do for fun?
As this point in my PhD there isn’t much time for fun 
unfortunately! However, when I get the chance, I 
enjoy going to the cinema or for coffee with friends. 
Sharing really bad jokes with my flat mate is also good 
fun.

Who have been the most important role 
models in your life?
Obviously before all others is the example of Christ. 
I’m amazed daily by his conjunction of deliberate 
humanity and divinity -  what it led him to do for us 
and why. Following him as best I can is the only way 
I know to truly acknowledge that. I also have ever 
increasing admiration for my parents, particularly 
regarding the opportunities they must have given 
up to raise my brothers and myself over the years -  
another powerful example of love and sacrifice which 
I  benefit from. 

As a Christian I attribute that sense of wonder in science 
to God. He made the particular system I’m working 
on, so my wonder turns to worship. Wonder in the 
questioning sense – wondering - is also absolutely 
crucial to my experience of Christianity. I always have 
some doubts, because I’m the sort of person who likes 
to think about things at a deeper level. I remember 
helping my younger sister with some maths when she 
was at school, and she said to me, ‘I don’t understand 
why you like maths, it just makes my brain hurt!’ I 
understand what she means. Maths makes my brain 
hurt too, but I love the challenge. In some ways, 
the doubts I have about my faith are similar: I enjoy 
grappling with them. Yes it makes my brain hurt, and 
it can give me problems or mini-crises in my faith, but 
I enjoy that process because I come out at the end of 
it with a stronger faith. 

I remember being impressed as a young child by 
some of the older people in my church who were in 
their eighties. They had been Christians for decades, 
which seemed such a long time to me then. I was 
amazed that they were still Christians, and still asking 
questions. After all that time they had not understood 
everything there is to know about God. I found the 
idea that I could spend years and years learning about 
God and still not know it all really exciting. It’s like an 
adventure where you don’t know what’s around the 
corner.

Rhoda is involved with the 
Sheffield CiS group, which  
meets every week. Details 
of their events can be found 
at www.cis.org.uk/groups/
sheffield or e-mail shefuni.
cisc@gmail.com. 

This article also appeared 
on Science and Belief, http://
scienceandbelief.org, a blog 
by CiS trustee and Faraday 
Institute Research Associate 
Ruth Bancewicz.
Photo courtesy of Nigel Bovey, The War Cry

northern ConFerenCe - 
Save the date!

Preparations are underway for the Northern 
Conference, which will be hosted by our new 
Tyneside and Northumberland Group. The date of 
the event will be Saturday 27th April. More details 
to follow - keep an eye on the CiS website. 
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From the perspective of being a scientist and a Christian 
I have been shaped the most by two professors, both 
from Exeter; one I met long before my time at the 
university and the other not until years after. The first is 
Roy Sambles, who is a family friend from Devon days. 
He is probably the person most responsible for setting 
me on the path of being a scientist, having visited my 
school when I can’t have been more than 7 or 8. He was 
then my undergraduate admissions tutor (unknowingly 
to us both at first) and today my PhD heavily involves 
content introduced in a course he taught. In more 
recent years I’ve discovered John Bryant’s writings, 
which provided great clarity on biomedical and ethical 
questions at a time when my work was starting to 
involve such issues. Wise comments he has made in 
person have also been very helpful. As well as being 
brilliant scientists, both men are admirable examples of 
how to mix science with faith in Christ in a way that is 
both humble and passionate.

What challenges have you come across as a 
Christian and a scientist?
The biggest challenge for me is how to understand 
Scripture in a way that honours it as God’s Word and 
yet is also respectful to Creation and History. Unless 
you are willing to think about these issues  deeply you 
will run into difficulties very quickly. Being able to hold 
all these together in a coherent sense is a task that 
shouldn’t be ignored by any Christian. This is especially 
so for scientists, who so often meet things that, at first 
glance, don’t mesh with a cursory look at Scripture. I 
find many of my scientist colleagues are open to the 
possibility of religion and enjoy discussions about it. 

Unfortunately,  some Christians are not so open to 
a deeper theological and scientific exploration  and 
instead wilfully choose to settle for a surface-level 
understanding of scripture, which can bring them into 
unnecessary conflict with both science and scientists. 
Responding well to deliberate contrarianism in some 
parts of the Church is probably my biggest challenge 
at the moment.

how has your faith helped you as a scientist 
or vice versa?
My faith and my science inspire and enhance each 
other. For me, having a Christian world view boosts 
the wonder and excitement that comes from new 
scientific discoveries, and those discoveries deepen 
my faith as I consider them afresh in the light of the 
Creator. My faith moves me to consider how to make 
the most beneficial and just use of discoveries as we 
move into the future.

What science-faith book / website / blog would 
you recommend? 
I enjoy “Musings on Science and Theology” 
(musingsonscience.wordpress.com/). The author’s 
postings on there are very insightful and carefully 
constructed. She also poses good questions throughout 
her posts to encourage discussion and get her readers 
thinking for themselves. ‘God in The Machine’ (Anne 
Foerst) and ‘Many Worlds’ (ed. Steven Dick) are books 
that started me thinking about how Christian theology 
might mature further with discovering potential 
new forms of life including Artificial Intelligence and 
extraterrestrials. It’s an intriguing area that I think more 
attention should be paid to.

god and nature Magazine

The fourth edition of the ASA - CiS science - faith 
magazine god and nature is now available to 
read online at http://godandnature.asa3.org/. If 
you’re interested in contributing to future issues 
please e-mail Emily Ruppel at emily@asa3.org.
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be joined by Revd Dr Justin Tomkins who will speak 
on the topic of “Better People or Enhanced Humans?”.  
Please e-mail cmbbiggs@googlemail.com for more 
information or to be added onto our mailing list. 

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

Central South
Dr Allan Chapman (Oxford University) will be joining 
us in the Central South Group at 7.30 pm on Tuesday 
30th April to speak on “Slaying the Dragons: Destroying 
myths in the history of science and faith”. The talk will 
take place in Lecture Theatre A, Building 46 (Physics 
A),Southampton University.

Recordings of previous events in the Central South 
group can be found on our webpage www.cis.org.
uk/groups/central-south/. If you would like more 
information about the group please go to our webpage 
or e-mail simon@cis.org.uk.

durhaM
Contact Alan Roberts (a.w.roberts@durham.ac.uk) 
for information about future events in Durham.

edinBurgh
The next event for the Edinburgh group will take place at 
7.30 on the 25th March (venue tbc - check the website). 
Revd Canon Dr Michael Fuller will be joining  us to 
discuss “Science and Religion - Where Next?”. Please 
e-mail Gavin Merrifield (g.d.merrifield@ed.ac.uk) if you 
would like further details of this or future meetings.

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
We are currently planning an evening with Rev Dr 
John Polkinghorne. For details of this and future events 
please contact Revd Lyndon North (revlnorth@aol.
com, 07747 638783).

iPSWiCh
For information about future events in Ipswich please 
contact Dr John Ling (jjling@btopenworld.com).

loCal 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.

BirMinghaM & WeSt MidlandS
Ernest Lucas will be joining us in Birmingham on the 
13th February to speak on the topic “Does Evolution 
Contradict Genesis?”.  The event will be taking place 
in G31, Mechanical Engineering Building, Birmingham 
University, starting at 8.00 pm.

If you would like details of future happenings in 
Birmingham and the West Midlands please e-mail 
Daniel Holt at danholt92@gmail.com or join the 
Birmingham CiS Facebook group www.facebook.
com/groups/ciscbirmingham/.

BriStol
The next meeting of the CiS Bristol group will take 
place at 7.30 on the 22nd February at Tyndale Baptist 
Church, Whiteladies Rd, Bristol, BS8 2QG.  We will 

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@cis.org.uk) about 
starting up a new group in your area.   

There is currently interest in forming CiS groups in 
several centres around the UK. Please contact the 
people listed if you are interested in getting involved. 

aberdeen David Ely, david_a_ely@yahoo.co.uk
St andrews Rebecca Goss, rjmg@st-andrews.ac.uk 
london Emily Jesper, emilyjesper@gmail.com
lincoln Helen Tomlinson, tomlinson_h@yahoo.co.uk

Cover image courtesy http://www.publicdomainpictures.net/

tyneSide and northuMBerland

The new Tyneside and Northumberland group 
will launch with a lecture from Revd Prof David 
Wilkinson on the 18th Feb.  Further details are still 
being finalised so please check the website or e-mail 
Peter Donaldson (peter.donaldson@newcastle.
ac.uk) for more details. Please include CiS in the 
subject to avoid spam filters.

Steve
Rectangle

Steve
Rectangle
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ireland
CiS Ireland held an event in Belfast on the 21st January 
during which  Rev. David Montgomery spoke to us 
about “The New Atheists”.  More lectures are being 
planned for 2013.  If you have a suggestion for a topic 
or would like to host a lecture please contact Peter 
van der Burgt (peter.vanderburgt@nuim.ie). Details 
about upcoming events can be found on our website 
www.cis.org.uk/ireland/.

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
The Leeds group’s winter meeting took place on 
January 15th, when we were joined by Prof. Simon 
Conway Morris FRS, who spoke on the subject of “If 
Evolution is True, What Hope for Christianity?”  

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 will be meeting on the 13th February 
at the Aardvark Cafe, St Peter’s House, Oxford Rd, 
M13 9GH.  Prof Peter Budd (Manchester) will be 
speaking to us on the subject of “When is a Day Not a 
Day? Genesis 1 and geological time”. 

E-mail Becky Lowton (rebecca.lowton@googlemail.
com) if you would like further details or to be added 
onto the mailing list.

norWiCh
Please contact info@cis.norwich.org.uk for details 
about upcoming events in the Norwich area.

nottinghaM
The Nottingham group meets regularly for discussion 
about science - faith topics. Please contact Geoff 
Bagley (geoffbagley@me.com) if you would like 
further information. 

oxFord
Murray Watts’ one-man play, “Mr Darwin’s Tree”, has 
recently been performed at St Andrew’s Church 

Christians in Science Ltd., incorporated in England and Wales. Registered address 4 Sackville Close, Sevenoaks, TN133QD. Company No. 05959444. Registered Charity No. 1121422

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 10th  March. 

Oxford. Each performance was followed by a time of 
questions and discussion about science and faith with 
the panelists provided by the Oxford local group.

If you would like more information about events  in 
Oxford please e-mail Dr Diana Briggs on diana.
briggs@wolfson.oxon.org.

SheFField 
The new Sheffield CiS group meets regularly for 
prayer and discussion during the university term.  Our 
first speaker event took place on the 3rd December 
when Prof John Wyatt spoke on the subject of “What 
is a Person? Neuroscience and Humanity”. A recording 
of this talk can be found on our webpage, www.cis.
org.uk/groups/sheffield/

For details about happenings in the Sheffield area or to 
be added on to our mailing list please e-mail shefuni.
cisc@gmail.com or join our Facebook group www.
facebook.com/groups/shefuni.cisc/.

South WeSt
The South West group are organising a Symposium on  
Assisted Dying with the Plymouth University Chaplaincy 
and the Derriford Hospital Chaplaincy.  The event is 
taking place on Monday 25th Feb from 18.30 - 21.15 
at the Postgrad Medical Centre, Derriford Hopital, 
Plymouth. Prof John Bryant (Emeritus Professor of 
Bioethics, Exeter) and Dr Jeff Stephenson, (Consultant 
in Palliative Medicine, St Luke’s Hospice) will be 
speaking and the evening will be chaired by the Bishop 
of Exeter, Rt Revd Michael Langrish.

Please contact Prof. David Huntley (dhuntley@
plymouth.ac.uk) for more details

Surrey
For details about future events in the Surrey 
area please contact Joy Perkins at joyeperkins@
googlemail.com.




