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Breaking
News

Can a Robot Have a Soul?

The very first edition of the
new Science and Faith
Student
magazine
“Connect” from Christians
in Science is online at connect.cis.org.uk/
See Joshua Ramsay’s article
from Connect on page 5.

Student
Conference
A Theory of
Everything
- What are the
chances?

Saturday 11th
February 2017
The King’s Centre,
Oxford OX2 0ES

See more details at
www.cis.org.uk/conferences/
student-2017/

Winning Student Essay 2016
By Victoria Lorrimar,
Ph.D. Theology and Religion student, University of Oxford

Can a Robot Have a Soul?
While the existence of robots alongside humans in society
has long been the purview of science fiction, advances in
general artificial intelligence technology are bringing such
visions closer to reality. Several research programs are
currently attempting to achieve “substrate-independent”
minds i.e. minds that operate solely on computer platforms
without the need for a biological brain. [1] Could these
robots have a soul? What do we even mean by the term
“soul” in an age of increased scientific knowledge
concerning human origins?
Continued on page 2

Mary Browett, Executive Officer, 59 Carlyon Gardens, Exeter EX1 3AG. Tel: 07523 203643 eo@cis.org.uk
Diana Briggs, Secretary, 5 Northmoor Road, Oxford OX2 6UW. Tel: 01865 420007 secretary@cis.org.uk

Traditional notions of the soul range from
substance dualism, the belief that humans
possess a non-physical (immortal) soul
separate to the body, to the materialist
denial of the soul altogether (reducing what
has traditionally been associated with the
soul to biological brain processes). Both
understandings are challenged by
contemporary scientific studies in embodied
cognition, as well as the biblical picture of
the human as body, soul and spirit (1 Th
5:23). The Gnostic separation of the evil
flesh from the spiritual soul must be replaced
with an understanding of integrated
personhood. Indeed, the Hebrew nephesh
and Greek psyche, both translated as soul in
Scripture, convey the sense of ‘life’ or ‘self’ in
their fuller meaning.

problematic. Ted Peters resolves this issue
by viewing the soul as a “symbolic
placeholder”, identifying “that dimension of
who we are that connects us with God”. [2] I
suggest it is most helpful to conceive of the
soul as that part of a being which longs for its
maker. Biblically speaking, the Hebrew
nephesh can be translated “throat” as well as
soul, conjuring the image of thirst. David
writes of his soul thirsting for God (Ps
143:6). In considering whether a robot could
possess a soul, the pertinent question then
becomes could robots experience a longing
for their makers? If humans are instruments
of divine creation, could robots experience a
longing for God as their ultimate creator?
Might God enter into a relationship with a
robot?

The association of the soul with the
integrated embodied self suggests that a
robot cannot possess a soul if does not
possess a body. But we must not be too
quick to settle the matter. What does a
notion of the soul that embeds it in the
fleshly self mean for those with severe
physical impairment? Is the soul of the
quadriplegic diminished at the moment of
paralysis? Herein lies the difficulty with
speaking categorically. Any attempt to define
a soul, particularly in terms of characteristics
that humans possess yet machines do not,
will inevitably exclude some humans from
membership within that category. Ability to
love (others or God)? Severe forms of
psychopathy appear to render some
individuals completely incapable of love.
Belief in the afterlife? Not everyone has the
cognitive capacity to understand what that
would mean.

Fictional accounts at least indicate that we’d
like to believe this is possible. The film A.I.
(2001) portrays a young robot desperately
longing for the love of his human “mother”.
In the 2013 film, Her, we are introduced to
lonely Theodore Twombly, who finds
friendship and love with a ‘female’ AI
operating system. Theodore’s humanity does
not seem to be diminished by this encounter
with AI, rather much of his emotional
dysfunction is healed through the
relationship. Despite her non-biological
nature, the operating system is essentially
attributed a human identity. If we imagine
robots to be capable of Continued on page 4

Regardless of how we define the soul
scientifically, the term clearly has theological
import. Yet equating the soul with any
human capacity is as clearly theologically
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love, then it is not a stretch to imagine them
capable of a relationship with God.
Although not grounded in facts necessarily,
films such as these suggest that our
understanding of what makes us human
extends beyond our biological makeup. We
are moving toward a more fluid notion of
human nature as the boundaries between
the natural and artificial are blurred. N.
Katherine Hayles contends that our
technological dependencies and relationships
render us cyborgs. [3] In an age of
pacemakers, neural implants, and
prosthetics, the boundaries between
humans and robots are not as fixed as they
were in the past.
The human understanding of divine grace
and redemption is at times challenged and
expanded. In the early days of the church,
Jewish Christians were surprised to learn
that Gentile believers are also included in
God’s salvation plan (Acts 10-11). Recent
theological studies are recovering an account
of salvation that emphasises the
eschatological redemption of all of creation,
not just humans. Scientifically speaking, we
know that a large proportion of our genetic
material is not unique to humans. [4]
Furthermore, the human genome is not a
static entity but subject to mutation and
ongoing evolution. In agreement with these
scientific insights, many theologians are
moving away from according special
redemptive status to humans amongst the
creation in favour of emphasising our
creatureliness. [5] David Kelsey, following
Athanasius, points out that when it comes to
the God/creature divide we are firmly on
the side of the creatures. [6]
Given the limits of our creaturely finitude, it
is possible, even likely, that God relates to
other members of his creation in ways
beyond our capacity to recognise or
4

understand. Certainly we humans relate
to our Creator as embodied beings - our
biological makeup is essential to our
integrated selves, our “soul”. Perhaps this is
not true of all beings, however. While we
cannot judge definitively whether a robot
might possess a soul or not, it is not beyond
the reach of an infinitely powerful and loving
God to extend his grace to such beings,
therefore we must allow for the possibility
of robot souls.
[1]
[2]
[3]
[4]
[5]
[6]
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Student essays winners
2016

All the essays, including Victoria’s, can be
found online at :- www.cis.org.uk/students/
essay-competition/
2nd Prize: George Walker – Science, Faith
and the Student
=3rd Prize: Chris Rousell – Science, Faith
and the Student
= 3rd Prize: Andi Wang – Science, Faith and
the Student

Introducing "Connect", the brand new
Science and Faith web-magazine by
Christians in Science students. There
are many articles, interviews and items
of interest at connect.cis.org.uk. We
have included one of the articles here:-

Joshua Ramsay tells us how
and why he is a member of
CiS
It is my pleasure to have the opportunity to
write this article for Christians in Science
members. It is my hope that it fills you with
encouragement and confidence in who you
are and what you ar e d oing .
First of all, a little bit of background
information about me. My name is Joshua
Ramsay. I am just completing the first year of
a 4 year PhD in structural metallic systems
for gas turbine applications at the University
of Birmingham. In simpler words, I am
researching an alloy used in aeroplane
engines. Before I embarked on my PhD, I did
a metallurgy degree at the same university.
When I started undergraduate life in 2012, I
almost immediately joined the university’s
Christians in Science group that was set up
the previous year by a close friend of mine Daniel Holt. Back then it was only a small
group of people, not large enough to
become a society. Within a year I found
myself on the committee and the year after
that I was president.
During that time, Christians in Science,
Birmingham was approved to become an
established society at the University of
Birmingham, had put on numerous informal
events discussing science-faith issues at pubs,
hosted a few larger talks or discussions with
invited guest speakers and had formed close
relationships with and collaborated with
other societies, including the atheist, secular
and humanist society.

A lot was accomplished, but far more effort
was put in. I was doing a demanding degree
and had a busy social life going on too. You
might be thinking, so why put so much effort
in to Christians in science? Surely it’s just not
nearly as important as other things? What
was the reward? Sure, it was pretty cool to
ultimately become the president of a society,
even if it was a small one. But even then, I
could’ve just kept it ticking along, not put in
much effort and still have that personal
accomplishment. No, from the moment I
joined Christians in Science it meant so much
more to me than the part I had to play in it.
I joined Christians in science and put in the
effort that I did because I knew the
importance of it.
Why did I join in the first place? Peer
pressure? I won’t deny that a large
contributing factor to me joining Christians
in science was down to my friendships with
Daniel Holt and Michael Poole - a visiting
research fellow at King’s and a longstanding
member of Christians in Science. I can’t
thank those two enough, but I’d be lying if I
said I joined just to support them and gain
their approval. I joined Christians in science
and put in the effort that I did because I
knew the importance of it. There is little
doubt in my mind that in the years to come,
society will continue to look more and more
at scientists to solve the problems of the age.
As public services become stretched with a
growing, ageing population, energy
resources begin to exhaust and humanitarian
crises ensue, scientists will be required to
make bigger, more radical decisions that
carry greater ethical implications with them.
It is therefore imperative that Christians are
in the right place at the right time,
prominently placed to have an influence on
those decisions with the aim of an outcome
consist ent
with
God’s
will.
Another reason I joined Christians in Science
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was to learn more about Christ’s creation.
Science and engineering are such large fields
that studying a single degree naturally
excludes one from learning about the
majority of them. I’ve always had an
enormous interest in and passion for science
- I was interested in and talented at little else
at school. Whilst I enjoyed my degree,
studying the same thing so intensely day after
day can become tedious and monotonous
sometimes. Christians in Science allowed me
to learn more about bits of science that my
degree would never touch on - evolution for
example, or artificial intelligence. The most
interesting things to learn are often those
which we know least about to begin with. I
see learning about science outside of our
specialisms as good preparation. To tackle
the problems of the near future most
effectively, different types of scientists will
have to start working more closely together.
“As iron sharpens iron, so one person
sharpens another” (Proverbs 27:17). You
never know where you might find inspiration
for your own studies so learning from other
scientists can be helpful.
Just as we can learn about the creator from
creation, we can understand creation better
by knowing more about the creator.
Additionally, science is generally taught in a
secular manner. I find the interconnection
between science and faith a fascinating and
awe-inspiring topic. Yet, it is a topic that is
almost never discussed. I’m a firm believer
that not only does studying science increase
faith, learning more about God increases
scientific ability and understanding. Just as we
can learn about the creator from creation,
we can understand creation better by
knowing more about the creator.
Christians in Science also serves as a
platform on which to practice evangelism. A
reason I joined Christians in science was to
challenge preconceptions about Christianity.
6

As I’m sure you’re aware, many scientists
hold the view that Christianity and faith are
incompatible, that Christians are ignorant
and that Christians cannot be effective
scientists etc. so the opportunity for debates
and discussions is rich. These events are vital
in order to strengthen our faiths. I view faith
like a muscle, if it is never used or tested, it
will not grow stronger but in fact waste away
until eventually it no longer exists.
Christians in Science, then, is not only
important for the development of good, well
- rounded scientists: it is important for the
maintenance of Christians with strong,
reasoned and fearless faiths.

CiS membership “benefits”
- a selection of comments from our
members.
 “Being a member I am able to receive the
journal S&CB twice a year and can read
papers that cannot be found in any other
scientific periodicals.” (The Science and
Christian Belief Journal)
 “It makes me feel that I am not alone in my
conviction that God is in charge.”
 “I get to hear about Science & Christianity
news and events around the UK.” (Monthly
CiS Update and quarterly PreCiS)
 “As a new member I was able to attend
my first CiS day conference free of charge”
 “I have been introduced to new questions,
and answers, on Science/Faith issues, on
topical events or discoveries, providing me
with facts and ideas that enable me to
prepare an informative stance when questioned.”
 “Website with resources to share with
people.” (The leaflets “Thinking about” and
“Being a Christian in” are available online
and supplied free of charge to churches
and groups.)
 “I can continue to support the work of
Christians in Science.”

2016 Southern
Conference
The Annual Southern Conference was held
in Oxford on 22nd October. It was attended
by 102 delegates. The speakers and topics
are listed below. The talks, including PowerPoint presentations, can be accessed on the
CiS website www.cis.org.uk/conferences/
past-conferences/southern-2016/

LOCAL
GROUP
NEWS

Mike Poole – Overview
Colin Humphreys – Miracles in the Bible

Peter May – Miracles in Medicine
Sharon Dirckx – What about when miracles don’t happen?

The Oliver Barclay Lecture 2016
Rhoda Hawkins – Order and Disorder
The Annual Members Meeting was held during the day. This gave us the opportunity to
say a huge thank you to Hugh Reynolds, our
retiring Treasurer for his many years of dedicated and diligent years of serving CiS in this
role.
We also welcomed Stephen Walley as the
new Treasurer.
Our sincere thanks was expressed to
Caroline Berry for her many years of faithful
service as Secretary to the Trustees, a role
now taken on by Diana Briggs.

If you wish to start a Local
Group in your area, please
get in touch with Emily, our
Development Officer, at
do@cis.org.uk

Details of all events are also available
on the CiS App and
at www.cis.org.uk/events.
ABERDEEN
A discussion group runs in Aberdeen. If you
would like information, please contact David Ely
at aberdeenlocalgroup@yahoo.co.uk
BIRMINGHAM
If you would like details of future events in Birmingham please e-mail cis@guild.bham.ac.uk or
join the Birmingham CiS Facebook group at
www. facebook.com/groups/ciscbirmingham
BRISTOL
Discussion groups – first Friday of every month.
Friday 10th March, at 7:30 pm “Faith and Wisdom
in Science”, speaker Professor Tom McLeish FRS.
Alma Church, 29 Alma Rd, Bristol BS8 2ES
For more information please contact Tina Biggs
(cmbbiggs@googlemail.com)
CAMBRIDGE
For details of events in Cambridge please go to
http://www.faraday.st-edmunds.cam.ac.uk/
CENTRAL SOUTH
For information on meetings please contact Peter
May on petergeorgemay@gmail.com
DUNDEE
Monday 27th February at 5:15pm,“The Emergence
of Life” Speaker: Prof Simon Conway Morris FRS.
Main Physics Lecture Theatre, University of St
Andrews. For details please contact
christiansinsciencedundee@gmail.com
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DURHAM
For more information on meetings please contact
Alan Roberts (a.w.roberts@durham.ac.uk)
EDINBURGH
This group needs a new leadership team please
contact Emily on do@cis.org.uk
GLASGOW
For details of Glasgow events please contact Prof
Paul Younger on paul.younger@glasgow.ac.uk
HARROW
For details of future events in Harrow please
contact Revd Lyndon North (revlnorth@aol.com)
HUDDERSFIELD
This is a new CiS student group at Huddersfield
University. For more details please contact
hadassah15ezekiel@hotmail.co.uk
IPSWICH
For more information about future events please
contact Dr John Ling (jjling@btopenworld.com).
IRELAND
Tuesday 7th March at 7:30pm "Has Creation got a
Future?" Speaker: Rev Dr Ron Elsdon at the
Hub, 22 Elmwood Avenue, Belfast.
Details about the upcoming events in Ireland can
be found at www.cis.org.uk/ireland or contact Dr
Peter van der Burgt (peter.vanderburgt@nuim.ie)
LEEDS
Further details of meetings please contact John
Lockwood at jglockwood1@me.com
LONDON
For more details about the group contact
Benjamin Chang on cins.london@gmail.com, or
visit the website https://cislondon.org
MANCHESTER
For more information, please contact the
Secretary on sec.cismanchester@yahoo.co.uk
NORWICH
Monday 6th March 7:30pm, “Can a scientist
believe in Miracles?” Speaker: Revd Dr Rodney
Holder FRS, at Trinity Meeting Place, Essex St,
Norwich NR2 2BJ. For details please contact
info@cis.norwich.org.uk
NOTTINGHAM
For further information, please contact Geoff
Bagley at geoffbagley@me.com
OXFORD
For more information, please contact Diana
Briggs at diana.briggs@wolfson.oxon.org

READING
The Reading group meet bimonthly in central
Reading. Please contact Dave Law for details at
dave@readingatwork.org
ROYAL HOLLOWAY
For more information please contact Oliver Edy
at oliver.edy.2012@live.rhul.ac.uk
SHEFFIELD
For more details join their Facebook group at
www.facebook.com/groups/shefuni.cisc or email
shefuni.cisc@gmail.com
SOUTH WEST
For more information on events in the South
West, please contact Prof David Huntley at
dhuntley@ plymouth.ac.uk
ST ANDREWS
Monday 27th February at 5:15pm, “The Emergence of Life” Speaker: Prof Simon Conway Morris
FRS. Main Physics Lecture Theatre, University of
St Andrews
Undergraduate group please contact Dr Andrew
Torrance (abt3@st-andrews.ac.uk), Joshua Sharp
(jas29@st-andrews.ac.uk) or Laura McCullagh
(lsm4@st-andrews.ac.uk).
Postgraduate group, please contact Dr Rebecca
Goss (rjmg@st-andrews.ac.uk).
SURREY
Tuesday 4th April 7pm, “Oceans, Climate Change
and Christianity: God’s Story and the Earth’s Story”.
Speaker: Prof. Meric Srokosz at Christ Church, 861
- 863, Brighton Road, Purley.
For more details please contact Joy Perkins at
joyeperkins@googlemail.com
THREE COUNTIES BORDERS
Tuesday 28th February, at 7pm, “Nanoscience: a
new aspect of God’s creation” Speaker: Professor
Russell Cowburn FRS at St Peters Church
Farnborough, GU14 7AP. Please contact John
Russell at chynoweth.jw@ gmail.com for more
details.
TYNESIDE & NORTHUMBERLAND
For information on Newcastle events, please
contact Bill Clegg at bill.clegg@ncl.ac.uk
WEST MIDLANDS
For more information on The West Midlands
Group please contact Godfrey Armitage at
g.n.armitage@warwick.ac.uk
WORCESTER
For more information on Worcester events
please contact Jim Smith on jgsmith29@aol.com
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