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My father committed suicide when I was in the sixth form at school, working for A levels. I had been sent 
to boarding school because my mother was incapacitated with multiple sclerosis. As an only child, my 
father had thought it better for me to be away from home. Because of my mother’s illness, my father 
and I were particularly close, and his action was proportionately more difficult for me to understand. My 
memory is of coming ihome for the inquest and funeral, and going for long walks by myself, asking why? 
why? why? I don’t know if I was a real Christian at that time. When I joined the Boy Scouts, I had been 
told that I ought to go to church because my Scout’s promise included a commitment to ‘honour God’. 
I used to haul my father along on most Sundays to a dreary and incomprehensible ritual at our local 
parish church. I took my confirmation (at boarding school) seriously, and later learned that the school 
chaplain had preached the Sunday before the confirmation service on the text ‘Behold, I [Jesus] stand at 
the door and knock; if any man hear my voice, and open the door, I will come in’ (Rev 3:20). I remember 
the occasion, and know that I followed the steps in his exposition. But three years later, I could discern 
no meaning in life nor understand why my father decided ‘to take his life while the balance of his mind 
was temporarily disturbed’.

The summer after my father’s death I went to a house-party run by the Scripture Union. There I heard 
that the death of Jesus Christ at Calvary was not simply the end of an inspired teacher or the defeat of 
a promising liberation movement, but was God’s intervention to provide a way back into his purpose 
for all who accepted him at his word, including me. In hackneyed words, ‘everything fell into place’. 
The explanation of the New Testament events was intellectually satisfying and blindingly obvious. Like 
Thomas Henry Huxley a century earlier, who commented on reading Darwin’s Origin of Species, ‘how 
stupid not to have thought of that oneself, I was rationally convinced of what I later discovered was the 
Christian gospel of ‘salvation through grace alone’.

My acceptance of Christ as my Saviour is relevant because it was to me at the time (indeed, looking 
back, ever since that August day in 1952) a completely logical response to a reasoned argument on a 
par with the rigour expected in my A level science studies. I had planned to be a doctor and had already 
a provisional offer of a place in the medical school at Cambridge. A few months later, I realised that I 
would not be happy spending my life coping with other people at first hand, and, in the first event which, 
in retrospect, showed me God’s nudging Spirit, I changed from a medical to a biology course.
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As a Christian at university, I was faced with a hierarchy of possibilities. The really holy people became 
missionaries, the rather holy people were ordained, and the fairly holy people became teachers; the 
‘also rans’ did all the other jobs in the world. I hope I was prepared to serve abroad if God wanted me 
there, but I felt no particular call. I was tempted to train for the Church of England ministry, but two weeks 
of ‘testing my vocation’ proved to me that God did not want me in that job; just as I would have been a 
terrible doctor, I would also have been a disastrous parson. So I started applying for school teaching 
posts—but no one offered me a job. I assumed God had a purpose for my life, but it wasn’t very clear. 
The line of least resistance was to do the minimum; I stayed in the university world, working for a PhD in 
genetics at University College, London. And, despite having pushed a few doors, I have remained in the 
university world; since 1974, I have been Professor of Genetics in the University of London.

Linked to the false assumption about the sanctity of various jobs that was around in my Cambridge days 
was a parallel belief that all Christians were supposed to be evangelists. My problem was that I had 
none of the gifts possessed by some of getting alongside people and proclaiming Christ. It was a great 
relief when I realised that we have all been given different talents and callings, and that there is not (and 
should not) be such a thing as a typical or normal Christian. This is not an excuse to avoid living and 
speaking for Christ at every appropriate opportunity; rather, it is a recognition that ‘the chief end of man 
is to glorify God and to enjoy him for ever’ (as defined in the Westminster Catechism), which does not 
necessarily mean that we are supposed primarily to operate as more or less full-time evangelists.

Looking back, it took me some time to accept that I was in a place that God had prepared for me. 
After all, making microscopical preparations of mouse embryos (which was the main practical work in 
my PhD studies), or catching radioactive rats in India, or melanic moths in Shetland, or limpets in the 
Antarctic, are not usually considered to be spiritual activities. But, like a number of other contributors in 
this volume, I have no doubts that God has wanted me as a scientist, and that he has given me work to 
do for him because I was in the place he had prepared for me.

Evolutionary biology

When I first began to learn biology at school, it appeared to be a hotchpotch of facts and ideas—
interesting but disconnected. Only when we were introduced to evolution did everything start to make 
sense; it became possible to recognise patterns in classification, distribution, development and biological 
history. It was the same at university. By then I was vaguely aware of the nineteenth-century debates 
about Genesis and evolution, but they remained shadowy until a medical student friend whom I had 
taken to hear a number of evangelistic sermons informed me that it would be intellectually dishonest for 
him to become a Christian because he ‘would not be allowed to believe in evolution’. Of course I told him 
that was nonsense, that neither belief nor disbelief in evolution had anything to do with his relationship 
with the crucified Christ, but he would not be swayed.

I do not doubt that my friend’s views about evolution were an excuse to avoid commitment—although 
they were real to him at the time. But they made me go back both to the Bible creation stories and to the 
history of the evolution-creation controversy. It rapidly became clear to me that much of the argument 
was about interpretation rather than basic doctrine. The Genesis account of creation is of a progress 
from nothing (or more accurately, God only) through geological and biological change to mankind. 
Nowhere in the Bible are we told the mechanisms God used to carry out his work; indeed, we only 
know by faith that God is involved (Heb 11:3). The normal Hebrew term used for God’s creating activity 
in Genesis is asah, which is the word for shaping existing material, like a potter moulding clay. Another 
word (bara) is used for God’s creation of matter, life and mankind, implying a different and specifically 
divine act. This should not be taken to mean that God necessarily made our body from scratch, as it 
were; we are distinguished from the rest of creation by God’s image in us (Gen 1:26-27), not genetically 
or anatomically. In other words, there is no biblical reason why we should not be descended from animal 
ancestors; the important element is that we are subject and responsible to God in a qualitatively different 
way to the rest of creation.
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There are, of course, other superficial conflicts between the scientific understanding of evolution and 
the biblical record, but none are serious. For example, the ‘day’ framework of creation in Genesis 1 can 
be interpreted in a number of ways other than as a series of literal twenty-four-hour periods. Indeed, the 
statement that ‘God rested’ on the seventh day (Ex 20:11) cannot be taken literally, because our God 
never sleeps (Ps 121:4); this suggests that the week of creation should not be regarded as a calendar 
week; but it does indicate that one of the many lessons we can learn from God’s establishment of the 
natural order is the importance of a regular rhythm of work and rest.

As a professional scientist, I am often asked to speak about my faith to Christian groups. At a meeting 
for Christian doctors in Australia (whither I had gone to trap mice on the sub-Antarctic Macquarie Island), 
I was urged to write down my understanding of the creation events, because it seemed both scriptural 
and helpful to that audience of educated men and women. This led to a book first published as Adam 
and the Ape in 1975, and revised as God and Evolution in 1988. I often meet people who thank me for 
publishing my ideas, since they are more convincing to them than the traditional understanding of God as 
the Great Watchmaker who made the world in a 6-day period 6,000 years ago. I frequently wonder why 
the old view persists as stubbornly as it does. My provisional belief is that ‘creationists’1 are frightened 
of the challenge of a God who is Lord of change as well as of changelessness, and who may surprise 
by his demands and unexpectedness; in other words, ‘creationism’ can be a wall against God himself. 
The irony is that Charles Darwin destroyed the intellectual legitimacy of a God who is separated from his 
world, and forced us to recognise that he is also present in processes and mechanisms. In theological 
language. God is both transcendent and immanent.

Miracles

At the same time that I was working out the positive lessons to be drawn from the evolution-creation 
controversy, I was moving in my research from developmental to ecological genetics (I wanted to study 
how developmental processes influenced population processes), which in effect means the study of 
evolutionary mechanisms operating in living populations. In other words, I became an evolutionary 
biologist. I acquired various responsibilities outside my university duties. From 1982 to 1985 I was 
President of the Linnean Society, the oldest biological society in the world, and the one to which the 
original papers of Darwin and Wallace on evolution by natural selection were read in 1858. I was aware 
of how careful I had to be. Thomas Bell, who was President of the Society in 1858, summed up at 
the end of the year, it ‘has not been marked by any of the striking discoveries which revolutionise the 
department of science on which they bear. . . .’ I will not comment!

Involvement at the national level widens one’s horizons and makes one aware of the responsibilities and 
opportunities to attempt positive contributions. In 1984, there was a debate in Britain about the beliefs of 
church leaders, and in particular whether miracles are still credible in a ‘scientific age’. It seemed right to 
criticise the sloppy thinking being bandied about, and I co-ordinated a letter to the London Times about 
miracles. Fourteen of us signed the letter; all of us were professors of science. We asserted:

It is not logically valid to use science as an argument against miracles. To believe that miracles cannot 
happen is as much an act of faith as to believe that they can happen. We gladly accept the virgin birth, the 
Gospel miracles, and the resurrection of Christ as historical events. . . . Miracles are unprecedented events. 
Whatever the current fashion in philosophy or the revelations of opinion polls may suggest, it is important to 
affirm that science (based as it is upon the observation of precedents) can have nothing to say on the subject. 
Its ‘laws’ are only generalizations of our experience... (The Times, 13 July 1984).

The following week, a leading article in the scientific journal Nature appeared, agreeing with our 
statement on the nature of scientific laws, but dissenting from our conclusion about miracles, calling 
them inexplicable and irreproducible phenomena [which] do not occur—a definition by exclusion of the 
concept... the publication of Berry et al provides a licence not merely for religious belief (which on other 
grounds is unexceptionable), but for mischievous reports of all things paranormal, from ghosts to flying 
saucers.
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The editor of Nature received a number of letters dissenting from his argument, and, to his credit, he 
published them. One correspondent objected that ‘your concern not to license “mischievous reports of 
all things paranormal” is no doubt motivated in the interest of scientific truth, but your strategy of defining 
away what you find unpalatable is the antithesis of scientific’.2 A letter from Donald MacKay in the same 
issue emphasised that

for the Christian believer, baseless credulity is a sin—a disservice to the God of truth. His belief in the 
resurrection does not stem from softness in his standards of evidence, but rather from the coherence with 
which (as he sees it) that particular unprecedented event fits into and makes sense of a great mass of data. 
. . . There is clearly no inconsistency in believing (with astonishment) in a unique event so well attested, 
while remaining unconvinced by spectacular stories of ‘paranormal’ occurrences that lack any comparable 
support.

I was then invited to reply to the correspondence; my response was published in Nature in 1986.3 I 
concluded my article,

The conventional view of miracles is that they depend on supernatural intervention in, or suspension of, the 
natural order. Some theologians have been over-impressed with scientific determinism, and have attempted 
a demythologized (miracle-free) religion. This endeavour is now unfashionable, but it is worse than that; 
Nebelsick (a Scottish theologian) called it ‘a speculative device imposed on unsuspecting persons... based 
on false presuppositions about both science and the scientific world view’. This is no help to scientists, and 
an interventionist God will always be an embarrassment to us.

I believe the interpretation that miracles are a necessary but unpredictable consequence of a God who holds 
the world in being is more plausible and more scriptural than deist inteventionism (ie, the nineteenth-century 
distortion of the doctrine of God, who was assumed to be nothing more than a Divine Watchmaker). This 
does not mean that apparent miracles should be approached with any less objectivity than we would employ 
for any scientific observation; our standards of evidence should be just as rigorous. Those who deny the 
possibility of miracles are exercising their own brand of faith; this is based on a questionable assumption, and 
one which creates problems with its implications. Miracles in the New Testament are described as unusual 
events which are wonders due to God’s power, intended as signs. Confining oneself wholly to this category 
(leaving aside the question of whether other sorts of miracles occur), this makes at least some miracles 
acceptable and non-capricious, and independent of our knowledge of their mechanism.

The appearance of a long article on miracles in a journal such as Nature inevitably caused a stir. The 
President of the American Statistical Association devoted his presidential address to a discussion of 
the implication of miracles for probability theory.4 It produced some adverse reaction. But it established 
clearly that we have a rationally defensible faith. Obviously not everyone will agree with our interpretation, 
but a faith based on the Scriptures cannot be dismissed as woolly wishful thinking. Like the psalmist, 
in words carved on the doors of the old Cavendish Laboratory in Cambridge (where Lord Rutherford 
directed much of the early research on atomic structure), we can affirm ‘Great are the works of the Lord, 
studied by all who have pleasure therein’ (Ps 111:2).

Conservation and stewardship

One of the sadnesses of the evolution-creation debate is that it has delayed the proper understanding 
of God’s trusting his creation to us. Christians have been so busy defending their personal interpretation 
of Scripture that they have neglected to work out the implications of the creation narratives. As we 
approach the end of the twentieth century and face increasing problems with pollution, over-population, 
poverty, and climate change, we are having to define a proper attitude to nature. This is a problem for 
everyone, but Christians have a special responsibility if they believe in a creating and sustaining God 
who holds mankind accountable for the gifts and privileges given to them.

In 1980, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and the United Nations Environmental 
Programme issued a World Conservation Strategy (WCS), arguing that we misuse the resources of the 
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planet to our own detriment. Good environmental behaviour was, according to the WCS, simply self-
interest.

All member nations of the United Nations Environmental Programme were required to respond to the 
WCS. The United Kingdom’s response was in several parts (urban, rural, industrial, etc) and included 
an ethics section, which 1 was asked to write. I pointed out a deficiency in the WCS: our attitude to the 
environment is determined by four valuations—to ourselves, our community, future generations, and 
nature itself; from the secular point of view the first three can be justified on utilitarian grounds, but 
nature’s own interest is understandable from this stand- point only if we identify ourselves as inseparable 
from nature. This option is the route taken by the ‘deep greens’ and by the New Age (the two are not 
necessarily the same). However, to a Christian, nature is valuable because it is God’s—created by 
him and declared to be good. A scriptural view thus gives weight to all four interests, and should be 
proclaimed positively by all Christians.

Unfortunately, Christians are often attacked on the grounds that the Bible is said to teach that man has 
an obligation to use the world’s resources for himself (‘have dominion’ as a ruler), and to reproduce 
unrestrainably (Gen 1:28). Both assumptions are wrong. God’s command to ‘have dominion’ is given 
explicitly to mankind made in God’s image. His concern is that we are responsible to him for his world; 
in other words, we are stewards of the world’s resources, answerable to God as the owner (see Lk 
12:13-48; 19:12-27; 20:9-18). And family size is a part of our responsibility; the command to reproduce 
applied to the chosen people of the Old Testament, but physical continuity was replaced by spiritual 
spread in Christ’s regime. The creation ordinance to ‘fill the earth’ with our physical children should now 
be interpreted as an obligation to spread Christ’s rule on earth ‘by making disciples of every nation’ (Mt 
28:19-20). (The idea that contraception is ‘unnatural’ is based on the notion that God works through 
largely immutable laws; it diminishes in importance once we accept that God is active—and sovereign—
in natural processes.)

My involvement with the World Conservation Strategy had a sequel when, in 1989, I was asked to 
help prepare a Code of Environmental Practice for the Economic Summit Nations (Canada, France, 
Germany, Italy, Japan, Britain and the United States). The Code we produced was based on an 
environmental ethic, involving ‘Stewardship of the living and non-living systems of the earth in order to 
maintain their sustainability for present and future, allowing development with equity’. Acceptance of this 
ethic involves responsibility, freedom, justice, truthfulness, sensitivity and awareness; and leads to a 
series of obligations, some of which are difficult for politicians to accept (impact assessment, monitoring 
and publication of results, full accounting, easing of technological transfer, polluter pays, transnational 
recompensation, etc).

The Code is, of course, not a Christian document, but the three elements of the ethic (stewardship, 
sustainability, and quality of life produced by development with equity) are scriptural notions, and the 
Code can be regarded as a statement of biblical principles. God cares for the whole world; not a sparrow 
dies without him knowing; he causes the rain to fall on the just and the unjust alike. I believe the 
preparation of the Code was as religious an activity as almost any we carry out in the name of the church. 
Just as God calls scientists as well as pastors, so he abhors us erecting barriers between different parts 
of our life. The evolution-creation debates have made us face the fact that God is both immanent and 
transcendent; the environmental debate has forced us to recognise anew that we are all stewards—not 
merely of time, money or talents, but of all the resources of God’s creation. The challenge that Christians 
who are scientists should be presenting to the church and the world alike is to recognise the greatness 
of the Lord—Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer.

Humpty Dumpty

We often speak of someone’s world crashing in pieces or their ‘life falling apart’, with the implication 
that ‘all the king’s men couldn’t put it together again’. I suppose my future appeared like that when my 
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father died. My testimony from that time and on many subsequent occasions has been of the wholeness 
which the Lord gives. This should not be surprising; the Greek work soteria which we translate as 
‘salvation’ literally means ‘wholeness’. Such wholeness (or ‘healing’) should pervade all parts of our life, 
uniting body, mind and soul. It links evolution and creation, law and miracle, environmental care and 
stewardship.

Charles Darwin was buried in Westminster Abbey (after some jiggery-pokery by T.H. Huxley and Francis 
Gallon, who wanted to make a political point about science triumphing over superstition). An anthem was 
composed specially for the funeral by Frederick Bridge, the abbey organist, based on Proverbs 3:13: 
‘Blessed is the man who has found wisdom, he who has acquired understanding’. I don’t know whether 
Darwin actually achieved understanding but I am utterly persuaded that the inclusive wisdom which 
begins with the fear and wonder of God and which was granted to Solomon (1 Kings 3:9) is necessary 
and, through God’s Spirit, available to all of us who are open to it.

If I draw one lesson from my experiences as a scientist and a Christian, it is that compartmentalisation 
of life, thought or worship is damaging and potentially dangerous. The gospel involves reconciliation 
between body and spirit, and sacred and secular, as well as between God and humankind. In my own 
research, I have repeatedly had to straddle the boundaries between traditional disciplines—ranging 
between ecology, genetics, geography, pathology, history, physiology, behaviour and others. In my 
spiritual life, I have similarly tried to worship my God in laboratory, field and church alike—not as a vague 
influence, but as a personal Lord, Saviour, Guide, Comforter.

One of the few poems I have managed to learn since leaving school is a sonnet by Robert Rendall, 
an Orkney draper and naturalist, and a devoted member of his local Brethren Assembly. It is perhaps 
especially real to me because I have been involved in many scientific studies in Rendall’s native islands. 
It is not an overtly Christian poem, but it incorporates the wholeness and balance of attitude which is the 
fruit of life in Christ.

Scant are the few green acres I till,
But arched above them spreads the boundless sky,
Ripening their crops; and round them lie
Long miles of moorland hill.

Beyond the cliff-top glimmers in the sun
The far horizon’s bright infinity;
And I can gaze across the sea
When my day’s work is done.

The solitudes of land and sea assuage
My quenchless thirst for freedom unconfined;
With independent heart and mind
Hold I my heritage.

Of course, we are called to speak of Christ and his saving grace whenever possible, but it must be 
in the context of a life and attitude which demonstrates the saving (‘making whole’) and transforming 
work which he has and is doing in individuals and communities alike. Science and faith have different 
methodologies, but they are complementary, not contradictory; a faith without reason is as stultifying as 
a reason without faith.

Notes

1   I put the word in inverted commas. All those who believe in a Creator God are creationists, whether 
they believe God made the world more or less instantaneously, or through the evolutionary process. It is 
just as real for an evolutionist to affirm ‘I believe in God, Maker of heaven and earth’, as it is for a literal 
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six-day ‘creationist’.

2   P.G.H. Clarke, Nature, vol 311 (1984): p 502.

3   Nature vol 322 (1986): pp 321-322. My title for the reply was ‘Miracles: scepticism, credulity or reality? 
“The Editor changed it to ‘What to believe about miracles’. It was reprinted as an appendix to my book, 
God and Evolution (Hodder & Stoughton, 1988), and also (in a slightly changed form) in a book edited 
by Andrew Walker, Different Gospels (Hodder & Stoughton, 1988).

4   William Kruksal, ‘Miracles and statistics: the causal assumption of independence’, Journal of the 
American Statistical Association, vol 83 (1988): pp 929-940.

Reproduced from ‘Real Science, Real Faith’, Ed. RJ Berry, 1995, with kind permission from Monarch Books. 
Further copying is not permitted without permission from Monarch.


