
...natural science will trace the logic of how 
something becomes something else, but not 
how something comes from nothing in the first 
place.

Nothing New Under the Sun?
Introduction
History repeats itself, someone has suggested, because no one 
listens the first time around. Certainly the current debates about 
science and religion can sound rather familiar to anyone with 
even a little awareness of the history of philosophy in the Western 
world. The experience is often rather like hearing a favourite song 
played on the iPod of someone sitting next to you on a train – you 
recognize the beat and the vocal line, but much of the pleasure 
and the power is lost because what leaks out of her headphones 
is only a distorted parody of something familiar and beautiful.

Science and Religion in Conflict?
Surely, however, the conflict of science and religion is something 
new? A common story goes something like this: while there 
were early stirrings of dissent in Pope Urban VIII’s condemnation 
of Galileo, it was the principled opposition to tradition and 
superstition in the eighteenth-century movement known as 
‘the Enlightenment’ which really got the argument going, and 
then Darwin dealt the vital death-blow to traditional readings of 
Scripture. Since that time, people have accepted that 
science is a superior way to truth, and that religion is 
outmoded, an anti-intellectual clinging to discredited 
traditions.

If this story were true, then we could not expect to hear 
any echoes of recent debates in antiquity. There is 
truth in the story: experimental science is a relatively new practice, 
which began about the time of Galileo, and it has been remarkably 
successful in offering theories, usually mathematical, that either 
describe the way the world works or at least successfully model 
it. At the heart of the method of experimental science is the careful 
and disciplined observation of the natural world.  

The ancient Greeks would never have given time to such careful 
observation. They generally believed that the material world was 
made up of flawed and imperfect copies of spiritual realities. Why 
study a distorted copy when you can contemplate the original, 
they would have asked. Our current debates about science and 
religion are not really about scientific method, however. Today 
we all accept that the best way to find out how the natural world 
works is by science. (Even Christian creationists do not deny 
the explanatory power of science. Instead, they claim that an 
alternative scientific construction, which is more in accord with a 
particular reading of parts of the book of Genesis, is a better way 
of explaining the observed scientific evidence than the generally-
accepted scientific view). Rather, our interesting debates are 
at deeper philosophical levels about our human identity, and 
morality, and the origin of the world. The ancient Greeks debated 
precisely these points at length, and we can find insight for our 
own debates in what they had to say.

A Well-Designed World?
Does the world look designed? Today, we generally agree that it 
does. Living organisms are astonishingly well adapted to make 
the most of their particular habitats; we know that if the sun were 
just a tiny bit bigger, or if the earth were just slightly closer to 
it, the earth could not sustain life. But the appearance of design 

does not mean that there is a ‘designer’. As Richard Dawkins 
has pointed out,1 the process of natural selection is enough to 
make living organisms look designed. The size of the sun and its 
distance from the earth perhaps don’t prove anything either: it 
is no surprise to discover that a world we live in is hospitable to 
human life!

The Greeks worried about the appearance of design at some 
level also. One of the first arguments in Greek philosophy was a 
disagreement between Heraclitus and Parmenides: is the nature 
of the world basically unitary (Parmenides), or is it basically 
chaotic (Heraclitus)? They soon realized, however, that these 
questions presuppose a more basic assumption. At its simplest, 
the question is, ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’ It 
is not a scientific question: natural science will trace the logic of 
how something becomes something else, but not how something 
comes from nothing in the first place.

This leaves us with a problem, however, as the Greeks clearly saw. 
If nothing comes from nothing, then something must have always 
existed. It might be that this universe has always been here, or that 
a fluctuating quantum field has always been here, but that would 
feel odd – what is it about the universe, or the field, that is so 
special? Some Greek philosophers, therefore, began to speculate 
about the sort of thing that might exist eternally and necessarily. 
Right at the start of Greek philosophy, the two logical answers 

were sketched 
out: perhaps it 
is something 
itself eternal, 
unchanging, 
stable and 
c o n s t a n t 

(Parmenides); or perhaps change itself is the only constant, and 
flux and competition define the basic nature of reality (Heraclitus). 
Generally, the Greek philosophers preferred the former view, and 
the idea that somewhere ‘behind’ this changing material world 
was a stable and eternal spiritual reality became commonplace. 
When Christian thinkers first encountered Greek philosophy, they 
were very ready to borrow these arguments, and they identified 
that stable and eternal reality with the God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob.

The Source of Morality
What about morality? In Britain today (and indeed throughout the 
Western world), we seem, curiously, largely to agree on the right 
way to live – without agreeing at all on how we get there. There 
are a few flash-point issues at the edges (abortion and gay and 
lesbian relationships, for instance), but generally, religious or not, 
we are agreed on what it is to be good and to do good. Why is 
this? Two answers seem possible. It might be that our religious 
beliefs, or lack of them, have no bearing at all on our decisions 
about ethics. On the other hand, it might be that, in one direction 
or another, our ethics do not cohere with our accounts of how the 
world is – we say one thing, but live as if something else were true.

Some have suggested that, in the area of morality, atheistic 
naturalism quietly borrows from our society’s Christian heritage, 
perhaps without realizing it. This claim would explain the surprising 
convergence, and there is perhaps some evidence to support 
it. However, this view probably overestimates the intellectual 
seriousness of contemporary Christian ethics. Consider the lack 

1 Richard Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker (Harlow: Longman Scientific 
& Technical, 1986).
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of agreement amongst so many churches on matters of human 
sexuality. Today’s churches struggle to work out a compelling and 
comprehensive vision of the good life from theology. Perhaps both 
believers and unbelievers are often just repeating ethical positions 
they have inherited, without any real understanding of how what 
they claim about the nature of the world should challenge and 
change them?

Greek philosophy was an intensely practical study: at heart, it 
was an invitation to live life well. But what does a well-lived life 
look like? The answers the Greeks gave were varied, but most of 
them came back to this foundational question of what the world 
is, fundamentally. Is the world a vast machine, beautifully ordered, 
in which our lives have a place? This is, roughly, what the Stoic 
philosophers believed, and so they counselled that the right way 
to live is to accept whatever life throws at you as necessary and 
appropriate. Is the world fundamentally opaque, beyond our ability 
to understand? The Skeptics believed this, and so they suggested 
that we may as well conform to the majority views of whatever 
culture we find ourselves in. Since we cannot know any better, 
at least conformity will make life relatively easy and comfortable. 
Is the physical world a decaying prison, preventing the spark of 
spirit inside each of us from escaping to its proper realm? Some 
of the later Platonists thought like this, and so suggested ascetic 
practices as the right way to live.

It might be that our two major competing visions of the world – the 
fallen-and-being-redeemed creation of an all-wise and all-good 
God, versus the chance result of random fluctuations – both lead 
to the same conclusion about how best to live in this world. With 
the memory of the Greek debates in mind, however, this seems 
very unlikely. The first view would encourage us to distrust our 
instinctive reactions and 
not to seek after immediate 
gratification but to look 
towards the higher good, 
and so on. According to the 
second, however, it would 
seem right to do whatever 
maximizes our ease or pleasure. Of course, we might convincingly 
argue (with Rousseau) that in fact living well in society maximizes 
our ease and pleasure, and so build a serious morality out of 
naturalism, but it would be surprising, to say the least, if this 
agreed exactly with a Christian ethic. 

Everyone – in the churches and out of them – seems confused 
about how to derive an account of ethics from our beliefs about the 
world. Some of the Greek philosophers did this very well. Perhaps 
looking at how they translated their beliefs into ethics would help 
us here – to live more coherent lives, and so to see what is really 
at stake in our discussions about religion and science.  

Human Being
A final question: what is it to be human? There are many answers 
we can give. Most modern science stresses the closeness of our 
connection with other animals (there is a standard ‘internet factoid’ 
that proclaims that we share 98% of our DNA with chimpanzees 
and 50% with bananas; the first figure is probably slightly high but, 
even so, talking about human beings like this is obviously designed 
to make a point). The way we define things, however, finally has to 
come down to differences. There is an old Greek method (Aristotle 
invented it) that involves spotting unique characteristics within a 
general group. We humans (above a certain age) walk on two legs 

– in the animal kingdom this is rather unusual – and we seem to 
be the only creatures who walk on two legs and lack feathers. In 
our present state of knowledge ‘a featherless biped’ is a perfectly 
adequate definition of humanity, but it does not feel to me to be a 
very interesting one. What matters about being human is not legs 
and feathers, but something else.

For the Greeks, rational thought was the decisive factor – even 
if we share 99.9% of our DNA with some other species, if the 
remaining 0.1% codes for the ability to be logical, then that 0.1% 
is far more important than the rest. Until very recently, our culture 
reflected this belief. In the original series of Star Trek, written in 
the 1960s, Spock is clearly superior because his lack of emotions 
enables him to engage in a higher level of logic and rationality. 
We have changed our point of view, however. Star Trek: The Next 
Generation features a counsellor as one of the key characters 
on the ship, and a very early plotline focused on the attempts of 
Mr Data, an android, to discover what it meant to feel emotion. 
Somehow, between the two series of the programme, logic has 
ceased to be something we see as superior to emotion. This is 
just one illustration that what we share with other animals matters 
to us far more than it used to.

In our culture, this recent suspicion of rationality has been mirrored 
by a suspicion of science. In the television programmes I watched 
as a child in the 1970s and 1980s, science was always the saviour. 
In the programmes my children now watch, scientists are deeply 
ambiguous figures. They are often unwitting henchmen of the evil 
genius and are routinely described as ‘clever’ rather than ‘wise’. 
Again, this illustrates that we have stopped celebrating logic in 
our culture. But if logic and cleverness are not at the heart of what 
it means to be human (as opposed to being a chimp), what is? 

We could say, ‘nothing’. Humans are 
just featherless bipeds. There are many 
unique species, each set apart by a small 
difference in definition. We are another 
one. This is the standard approach of 
modern atheistic naturalism. We could 

also say ‘everything’. Humans are fundamentally different from 
every other creature. We are endowed with a rationality, or a 
spirituality, to which no other creature can begin to aspire. This 
was the general approach of the ancient Greeks. Neither of these 
answers seems very satisfactory, however. 

Christian theology has, historically, denied both of these positions. 
On the one hand, human beings are distinct from the rest of the 
creatures because, uniquely, they are created in ‘the image of 
God’ (Gen. 1). There is something that is vital that distinguishes 
humanity decisively from the other animals. On the other hand, 
the creation narrative of Genesis 1, however it is understood, 
points to a fundamental continuity between human beings and 
the rest of creation. We are part of the story of creation, alongside 
the birds and the cattle – and the chimpanzees.

What does it mean to be human? It is an important question. Our 
views about who we are will be decisive for our decisions about 
how we should live. Genetics cannot answer this for us – we are 
not, rather obviously, half-banana. The old Greek notion of driving 
a wedge between humanity and the rest of nature does not work 
– the ecological crisis of our times does not allow us to believe 
that we are simply set apart from the rest of nature and able to 
use it with impunity. It seems that, today, something like the old 
Christian answer would help us. We are so connected to the rest 
of creation that we cannot pretend that our actions do not affect 

In our present state of knowledge ‘a featherless 
biped’ is a perfectly adequate definition of 
humanity, but it does not feel to me to be a 
very interesting one. 
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it; we are also sufficiently disconnected from the rest of creation 
that our actions can change the future of the world for good or ill.

Back to the Future
The ancient Greeks got many things wrong, but they did ask many 
of the same questions as we ask. Listening to their answers, even 
when they were wrong, can help us to think a bit more clearly 
about our own. They were deeply suspicious of what we now call 
‘science’, and they believed that true rationality would lead us finally 
to a proper religious belief. They thought that questions of origins 

and ethics were profoundly connected. They believed that human 
beings were unique in all the world. In some of this, I suspect they 
were right. But patiently listening to their different perspective can 
help us to be clearer about what we are assuming or missing in 
our arguments and how we can discuss these issues better, more 
rationally. If we think that the only ways of understanding the world 
are science or religion, we will always end up thinking they are 
at war. Looking at other ways, such as the old philosophy of the 
Greeks, can help us to see that there is more going on than just a 
war. When this perspective enables us to understand these issues 
more clearly, that, surely, is a good thing.
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