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“I believe in Christianity as I believe that the Sun has risen, not only because 

I see it, but because by it I see everything else.” These words of C. S. Lewis 

speak of the binary intellectual virtue of the Christian faith: the conviction 

that it makes sense in itself, and that it makes sense of everything else. For 

Lewis, the Christian faith was like an intellectual sun, illuminating and 

irradiating the rich conceptual landscape of the natural world, enabling the 

observer to make sense of, and hence appreciate, the intricate patterns of 

the tapestry of human experience and thought. Cultivating the art of seeing 

is the key to unlocking the meaning of the world.

Lewis’s point is fundamental to my theme in these lectures. Christian 

theology is characterised at one and the same time by its intrasystemic 

elegance and its extrasystemic fecundity. Or, to put this more gracefully, the 

Christian vision of reality possesses an internal coherence and consistency 

which is at least matched by its remarkable ability to make sense of what we 

observe and experience. Christian theology can “fit in” – I here use Lewis’s 

distinctive way of speaking – the natural sciences, art, morality and other 

religious traditions. When rightly understood and enacted, natural theology 
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represents the meeting point of the arts and sciences, offering a 

conceptually rich and productive crucible for the forging of intellectual 

connections and the exploration of dialogical possibilities.

This comprehensive vision of reality is what underlies a Christian natural 

theology. We must recognize immediately that the notion of “natural 

theology” has proved conceptually fluid, resistant to precise definition, partly 

because the notion has been constructed in response to a series of specific 

agendas. Christian theology provides an interpretative framework by which 

nature may be “seen” in a specific way that allows it to disclose God. The 

enterprise of natural theology is thus one of discernment, of seeing nature 

in a certain way, of viewing it through a particular and specific set of 

theoretical spectacles. As Bonaventure of Bagnoregio (1221-74) argued, the 

many features of nature can thus be seen as “shadows, echoes and pictures” 

of God its creator, which “are set before us in order that we might know 

God.” The Christian faith thus allows us to see nature through a conceptual 

matrix that both provides intellectual legitimacy to the enterprise of 

engaging with nature in the first place, as well as offering a lens through 

which it may be viewed and understood. 

Since about 1750, the term “natural theology” has been used extensively 

within western philosophy and theology to designate what can be known or 

rationally believed about God on the basis of human reason, without 

recourse to any special or supposedly supernatural revelation. Although the 

term appears to have been used by continental theologians primarily to refer 

to an appeal to human reason in theistic apologetics, many English writers 

came to understand it as referring to an engagement with the world of 

nature. Writers such as John Ray (1627-1705) and William Derham (1657-

1735) developed an extensive and sophisticated defense of belief in God 

through an appeal to the order and apparent design of the natural world, 

which stressed the importance of the providential ordering of nature and the 

consequent lawful operation of the universe as a proof of divine 

superintendence and of the power of the divine will.
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This approach to natural theology marked a significant move away from 

older continental approaches which interpreted theologia naturalis 

essentially as philosophical theology. As Ray commented in 1690, Francis 

Bacon’s emphasis upon the importance of the empirical method allowed his 

generation of natural theologians to anchor their ideas firmly in the natural 

world. Robert Boyle’s work in chemistry and Ray’s in biology contributed 

significantly to the emergence of a new style of natural theology, 

distinguished by an appeal to the empirical world rather than the truths of 

reason. The canonical statement of this approach to natural theology in 

William Paley’s Natural Theology (1802) led to the formation of the 

impression, both at the academic and popular levels, that this specific form 

of natural theology was normative.

Yet it is essential to appreciate that the concept of “natural theology” is fluid, 

having been understood in different senses throughout its history. During 

the period of the Enlightenment, natural theology came to be understood as 

a way of demonstrating the existence of God by an appeal to nature or 

natural faculties. As James Barr defined the enterprise in his Gifford Lectures 

at the University of Edinburgh in 1991:

Traditionally, “natural theology” has commonly meant something like this: 

that “by nature”, that is, just by being human beings, men and women have a 

certain degree of knowledge of God and awareness of him, or at least a 

capacity for such awareness; and this knowledge or awareness exists 

anterior to the special revelation of God made through Jesus Christ, through 

the Church, through the Bible.

Yet I need to point out that this approach to natural theology represents a 

historically conditioned response to the specific intellectual agenda of the 

Enlightenment. With the passing of the hegemony of the Enlightenment in 

the west, the way has been cleared for the rediscovery of a natural theology 

which is firmly grounded in a Trinitarian vision of God. This offers an 
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enriched and fulfilling engagement with the natural world, transcending the 

limits of merely making sense of things. The Christian tradition offers a rich 

conceptual resource for beholding, understanding, and appreciating nature, 

providing an intellectual framework that affirms and legitimates a 

heightened attentiveness to the world around us. 

This approach to natural theology involves challenging the Enlightenment 

approach to nature at a number of points, of which the following are the 

most important.

First, the concept of nature is recognised to be conceptually indeterminate. 

It is an interpreted, not an autonomous, entity. This opens the way to 

“seeing” nature in a specifically Christian manner. This involves rejecting the 

Enlightenment idea of nature as an objective entity, capable of acting as a 

universal ground of judgement. Instead of holding that nature forces its own 

interpretation upon us, we are free to choose the manner in which we see 

nature, forcing us to identify the best way of beholding the natural world.

Second, natural theology is understood to be the action of “seeing” nature 

from a specifically Christian perspective. This involves rejecting the 

Enlightenment’s version of natural theology as a generic attempt to 

demonstrate the existence and attributes of a putative God from an appeal 

to the natural world. Instead, nature is viewed from the perspective of the 

Christian tradition, with its distinct notions of God, nature, and human 

agency,

Thirdly, natural theology is not understood as an attempt to deduce the 

existence of God from observing nature, but is instead an affirmation of the 

capacity of the Christian faith to make sense of what is observed. Natural 

theology emphasises the resonance or consonance between the intellectual 

framework offered by the Christian faith and what is observed within nature, 

and does not set out to prove any core element of that faith from an appeal 

to nature.
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Fourthly, the Enlightenment regarded natural theology fundamentally as a 

sense-making exercise. In place of this inadequate account of perception, I 

wish to argue that the so-called “Platonic triad” of truth, beauty and 

goodness offers a helpful heuristic framework for natural theology. This 

takes account of the rational, aesthetic and moral dimensions of the human 

engagement with nature. This allows us to see natural theology as an 

important point of contact between the Christian church and secular culture, 

including the natural sciences, law, the arts, and literature. It can play an 

important apologetic role, not least in providing a navigable channel from 

human interest in the beauty of nature or the notion of the “transcendent” to 

the “God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

At this point, some of you in this audience will not unreasonably wish to 

raise an objection. They will point out that natural theology is commonly 

understood to mean “the enterprise of providing support for religious beliefs 

by starting from premises that neither are nor presuppose any religious 

beliefs.” So how can the approach just outlined be considered as natural 

theology? The shape of my response will, I think, be obvious from what has 

been said already. I concede that this is indeed how natural theology has 

been understood since about 1750; I dispute, however, that this is how it 

ought to be understood today. Under the influence of the Enlightenment, 

natural theology was widely interpreted as the defense of the existence of 

God on the basis of those criteria that the Enlightenment regarded as 

authoritative and reliable – namely, reason and the natural order. Yet this 

historical episode in the history of natural theology cannot be regarded as 

normative or determinative. There is no single template or controlling 

narrative for natural theologies, which are best understood as partially 

conditioned responses to prevailing scientific understandings of the world, 

dominant trends in Christian theology, and cultural attitudes to nature. 

There is no doubt that, to mention one specific example, William Paley’s 

specific approach to natural theology is grounded in an interlocked network 

of prevailing scientific, cultural, aesthetic and theological judgements. With 
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the passing of this specific set of historical and social circumstances, new 

approaches to natural theology are appropriate.

The popular success of Paley’s Natural Theology is an important indicator of 

how deeply it was embedded in its specific cultural milieu. Paley shared 

many assumptions with his intended audience, allowing him to create a 

significant degree of intellectual resonance with his readers. Yet subsequent 

shifts in this network of prevailing scientific, cultural, aesthetic and 

theological judgements inevitably points to the need for a different style of 

natural theology. Paley does not define the essence of a Christian natural 

theology; he simply illustrates one form that natural theology took at an 

important, yet now bygone, juncture in cultural history.

Lord Gifford’s mandate is that I am to “promote and diffuse the study of 

Natural Theology in the widest sense of the term – in other words, the 

knowledge of God”. It is therefore my intention to demonstrate and explore 

how a renewed Christian natural theology has the capacity to make sense of 

the world, simultaneously reinforcing the intellectual case for the existence 

of God while offering a way of “seeing nature” that enables us to appreciate 

and respect it in ways that would otherwise not be possible.

Seeing nature; we must linger momentarily on that pellucid phrase. The 

fundamental essence of a natural theology is that it allows us to see things 

as they really are. As we noted in the previous lecture, the great English art 

critic John Ruskin (1819-1900) once declared that “the greatest thing a 

human soul ever does in this world is to see something, and tell what it saw 

in a plain way . . . To see clearly is poetry, prophecy, and religion – all in 

one.” Ruskin here put his finger on what many theologians of his age 

overlooked – that the Christian mind does not passively receive impressions 

of nature, but actively interprets it. The process of observation, whether 

scientific or religious, involves trying to match what is observed with what is 

believed, and making any necessary adjustments.
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Furthermore, we see nature as a whole. One of the more regrettable aspects 

of eighteenth-century natural theology was its tendency to seek explanatory 

gaps within nature, and attempt to plug them through an appeal to special 

or covert divine presence or activity. Whatever science could not currently 

explain, or, more exactly, whatever one could make a case for holding that 

science could never in principle explain, was to be deemed the “special” 

work of God. Yet the approach to natural theology that I believe arises from 

within the Christian tradition involves seeing nature as a totality, seeking the 

explanatory “big picture”. How do we account for our capacity to explain 

things so well? For the “unreasonable effectiveness of mathematics”, the 

creation of the human mind that seems to be sculpted precisely to the 

contours of the universe? In no way does a truly Christian natural theology 

concern itself with the quest for temporary explanatory gaps in the scientific 

view of the world. It offers an alternative way of viewing nature, which may 

at times challenge exaggerated versions of the scientific method, yet 

welcomes and sees itself as part of the human quest for truth, whether 

scientific or religious. It expects to find, and does in fact find, a significant 

explanatory resonance with what is known of nature from other sources, 

while at the same time insisting on its own right to depict and describe 

nature in its own special way – as God’s creation.

As many of you will know, the distinguished Swiss Protestant theologian Karl 

Barth offered a devastating critique of natural theology, which cannot be 

evaded by any who, such as myself, want to argue for its renewal. The nub 

of Barth’s criticism appears to be a concern that to take natural theology 

seriously is to subvert divine revelation. It is like building a Tower of Babel, 

defiantly reaching into heaven, when God has already reached down to us in 

Christ, under terms of his own choosing. Why try to find our own way to 

God, when he has come to us? Barth’s formal critique of natural theology as 

a defiant assertion of human autonomy dates from the 1930s, and is not 

strictly speaking part of his explicit agenda in his Romans commentary or 

earlier writings. In the second edition of his Romans commentary, Barth 

critiques the idea of “religion” as a human construction erected in opposition 
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to God; we later find this criticism directed against natural theology itself. In 

1927, Barth identified the target of his criticisms as “Schleiermacher’s 

conversion of theology into anthropology”. In the Church Dogmatics II/1, 

Barth offers an extended and systematic critique of natural theology. A 

“natural theology” is here defined as a theology “which comes to humanity 

from nature” which expresses humanity’s “self-preservation and self-

affirmation” in the face of God. Natural theology now becomes the supreme 

example of the human longing for self-justification.

Barth’s hostility towards natural theology thus rests on his fundamental 

belief that it undermines the necessity and uniqueness of God’s self-

revelation. If knowledge of God can be achieved independently of God’s self-

revelation in Christ, then it follows that humanity can dictate the place, time 

and means of its knowledge of God. Natural theology, for Barth, represents 

an attempt on the part of humanity to understand itself apart from and in 

isolation from revelation, representing a deliberate refusal to accept the 

necessity and consequences of revelation.

I would argue, however, that Barth’s critique is directed against a specific 

understanding of natural theology – an attempt to prove God’s existence or 

gain access to knowledge of God under conditions of humanity’s choosing. 

But what if natural theology is instead understood as the attitude to nature 

that is mandated and facilitated by the Christian revelation? What if natural 

theology is itself seen as a subordinate aspect of revealed theology, 

legitimated by that revealed theology rather than by natural presuppositions 

or insights? What if the legitimation of natural theology is understood, not to 

lie in its own intrinsic structures, nor in an autonomous act of human self-

justification, but in divine revelation itself. On this approach theologia 

revelata both legitimates theologia naturalis and defines its scope. This 

points to the possibility of a conceptual relocation of natural theology, with 

important implications for an understanding of its foundations and its 

scope. Natural theology can be relocated as an enterprise undertaken from 

within the Christian tradition as it looks outward.
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Barth’s concerns about the theological foundations and implications of 

natural theology were explored in some detail by Thomas F. Torrance (1913-

2007), widely regarded as one of the leading English-language interpreters 

of Barth in the twentieth century. Torrance stresses that Barth does not 

reject natural theology on the grounds of rational scepticism or some form 

of via negationis which denies a positive knowledge of God. The issue 

concerns the human desire to conduct theology on anthropocentric 

foundations. Torrance affirms that one of Barth’s most fundamental 

objections to natural theology concerns the innate human tendency to 

develop and assert its own autonomy. ‘What Barth objects to in natural 

theology is not its rational structure as such, but its independent character, 

i.e. the autonomous rational structure which it develops on the ground of 

“nature alone” in abstraction from the active self-disclosure of the living 

God’. As such, natural theology has a proper and significant place within the 

ambit of revealed theology. That is to say, Barth’s objection to natural 

theology lies in a conceived danger – that such a natural theology will be 

seen as an independent and equally valid route to knowledge of God, which 

may be had under conditions of our choosing. Yet this danger is averted if 

natural theology is itself seen as a subordinate aspect of revealed theology, 

legitimated by that revealed theology rather than by natural presuppositions 

or insights. To put it another way, the authorization for natural theology lies 

not in its own intrinsic structures, but in divine revelation itself, which both 

legitimates it and defines its scope. Torrance thus argues that Barth holds 

that theologia naturalis is “included and brought to light within theologia 

revelata.”  In this sense, Torrance suggests, Barth can endorse the famous 

dictum of Thomas Aquinas that grace does not destroy nature but perfects 

and fulfils it. On this approach, Torrance argues, “the meaning of God’s 

revelation becomes manifest to us as it brings into full light the buried and 

forgotten truth of the creation.”

Torrance’s analysis opens the way to developing a natural theology which is 

firmly grounded in a Trinitarian vision of God. This offers an enriched and 
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fulfilling engagement with the natural world, transcending the limits of 

merely making sense of things. The Christian tradition offers a rich 

conceptual resource for beholding, understanding, and appreciating nature, 

providing an intellectual framework that affirms and legitimates a 

heightened attentiveness to the world around us. I make no secret of the 

fact that my own approach is deeply indebted to Torrance.

This approach to natural theology will raise concerns of no small importance 

for at least some of you here this evening. I imagine that at least three 

points of concern might be noted.

1. Natural theology, whether in its traditional form or in the new form set 

out above, has been seen as offering an explanation of reality. Yet the 

Christian faith is about the transformation of all things – an idea better 

explained in terms of “salvation” rather than “explanation”. Surely this 

emphasis upon explanation represents something of a distortion of the 

fundamental themes and emphases of Christianity?

2. The approach proposed diverges from the traditional deductive 

arguments of the philosophy of religion, which generally involve invoking at 

least one strong a priori causal principle. Richard Swinburne, for example, 

often defines explanation in terms of causation. In contrast, what is 

proposed is an understanding of explanation as “a making intelligible” or a 

“disclosing of the intrinsic rationality of things”. It will be argued that 

Christianity makes better sense of the empirical evidence than any of its 

alternatives or rivals. This seems a much weaker understanding of 

“explanation” than that traditionally associated with traditional arguments 

for God’s existence.

3. This approach also seems to encounter difficulties with the natural 

sciences, potentially an important ally or dialogue partner for natural 

theology. Writers such as Paul Oppenheim and Carl Hempel have argued for 

the logical-deductive nature of scientific explanation. Where Hempel argued 
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that deductive-nomological reasoning constituted the basic paradigm for the 

natural sciences, what I am proposing appears to represent a very different 

form of reasoning, which might be termed “abduction”, “inference to the 

best explanation,” or perhaps “inference to the best theory.” So how might 

this obvious tension be resolved?

Given the importance of these concerns, it is appropriate to consider them 

individually at this stage, although I shall return to offer further comments 

on some of them at a later stage in these lectures.

First, let us consider whether it is of the essence of Christianity that it 

actually explains, or claims to explain, anything? Many have pointed out that 

the emphasis of the New Testament is not upon offering some explanatory 

account of the world, but upon the transformation of human existence 

through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. The gospel is 

thus about salvation, the transformation of the human situation, not 

explanation. Yet it is fair to point out that, while the emphasis of the 

Christian proclamation may not be explanatory, there is little doubt that its 

distinctive intellectual matrix has the capacity to make sense of what is 

observed. The Christian vision of God turns out to have a remarkably high 

epistemic value. There is no fundamental objection to postulating 

explanatory depth to the Christian faith, provided that such explanatory 

capacity is not made a precondition for postulating the truth or rationality of 

the Christian faith. It can be thought of as emerging from the rich vision of 

reality that the gospel engenders. While the New Testament itself tends to 

hint at such matters, rather than explicitly develop them, it contains the 

seeds of an explanatory, as well as redemptive, engagement with nature.

The New Testament speaks of the impact of Jesus of Nazareth in terms of 

his potential transformation of humanity through faith. While much of this 

transformation is described in soteriological terms – such as salvation, 

redemption or reconciliation – it is important to note that it is already 

understood to extend to the human mind. To give an obvious example: Paul 
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urges his readers not to “be conformed to this world”, but rather to “be 

transformed by the renewing of [their] minds” (Romans 12: 2) – thus 

affirming the capacity of the Christian faith to bring about a radical change 

in the way in which we understand and inhabit the world. The human mind is 

not replaced or displaced; rather, it is illuminated and energized through 

faith. Paul is speaking of a transformed disposition of the knower, which 

leads to a new way of thinking that enables the discernment of deeper levels 

of reality than unaided human reason or sight permit. Faith is about the 

transformation of the human mind to see things in a certain manner, 

involving the acquisition of certain habits of thinking and perception.

Augustine of Hippo describes this new way of “seeing” things as the “healing 

of the eye of the heart” by divine grace: “Our whole business in this life is to 

heal the eye of the heart (sanare oculum cordis), so that God might be seen.” 

Similarly, Hans Urs von Balthasar speaks of the “light of grace” coming to the 

aid of humanity’s incapacity by “bestowing vision”, thus enabling us to 

discern God’s presence and activity within the natural realm.

While I fully concede that it is open to question as to whether the primary 

focus of the Christian faith is explanatory, there is no doubt that there is an 

integral explanatory element to the Christian vision of reality. Natural 

theology, understood as the way of interacting with nature that follows from 

the Christian vision of reality, can therefore be regarded as an entirely 

appropriate enterprise for Christians. The Christian vision of reality both 

claims to tell the truth and to possess explanatory power, in that it 

corresponds to the way things really are.

Secondly, we need to consider the issue of natural theology and the proof of 

God’s existence. Traditionally, natural theology has been interpreted as the 

rational demonstration of the necessity of God through an analysis of the 

patterns of causality observed within nature. In the past, arguments for the 

existence of God have been developed which treat God as an agent who 

intentionally brings about certain phenomena, which are observed to take 
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place. William Lane Craig, for example, deduces the existence of God along 

such lines, as follows: 

1. We have good reasons, philosophically and scientifically, to believe that 

the universe is not eternal, but had an absolute beginning.  

2. But something cannot come into being out of nothing.  

3. Therefore, there must be a transcendent cause of the origin of the 

universe – which is God.

Yet natural theology has access to other explanatory approaches, which may 

lack the logical certainty of the necessary inference of deductive approaches, 

yet avoid some of their difficulties. Chief among these are the problems 

confronted by any attempt to defend higher-order theories univocally by 

lower-order data, a problem classically stated in terms of the 

“underdetermination” of theory by evidence. Whether we consider what are 

generally called “anthropic phenomena” or theories of the origins of ethics, it 

proves impossible to make any form of deductive argument from what is 

observed to either naturalism or theism. Yet it remains perfectly fair to ask 

what the best explanation might be of these matters. It is therefore 

important to note how Richard Swinburne, while rightly stressing the 

potential importance of deductive arguments for the existence of God as 

first cause, nevertheless additionally adduces the essentially inductive 

argument that God may be held to constitute the best and simplest 

explanation of what is observed in the world.

Natural theology may, it would thus seem, distance itself from any 

suggestion that it is under an obligation to demonstrate the existence or 

nature of God through necessary inference. Rather, it takes its cue from the 

Christian tradition itself, which is grounded in evidence that includes, yet 

transcends, the outcomes of human reason and reflection on the world. 

Christian theology presents itself as offering the best explanation of what 

may be observed, while ultimately deriving at least some of its fundamental 

ideas from sources that may be mediated through nature, yet ultimately 

cannot be categorised as purely “natural” – above all, through revelation. 
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Natural theology is the outcome of the process of rational and affective 

engagement with nature that is motivated and governed by the Christian 

tradition.

And what of the third point about the methods of the natural sciences? 

Surely deductive-nomological reasoning constitutes the basic paradigm for 

the natural sciences? While this viewpoint remains influential, it is important 

to note how there is a growing recognition that “inference to the best 

explanation” is best regarded as the underlying philosophy of the natural 

sciences. Peter Lipton, until his recent sad death Professor of the Philosophy 

of Science at Cambridge, has argued convincingly that this is the 

fundamental intellectual strategy underlying the scientific enterprise. A 

similar approach can be found earlier in the writings of the great American 

pragmatic philosopher Charles S. Peirce (1839-1914), who coined the term 

“abduction” to refer to the “provisional adoption of an explanatory 

hypothesis” as a way of making sense of observation. Peirce makes it clear 

that the empirical evidence may suggest a number of possible abductions, 

forcing clarification of how the preferred abduction is to be identified. 

Critically, Peirce argued that abduction was fundamentally innovatory and 

creative, generating new ideas and insights in response to “surprising facts”. 

Abduction is reasoning by hypothesis – that is, by means of an explanation 

which arises spontaneously, being motivated by the observation of a 

“surprising fact”, “genuine doubt” and “genuine surprise”. It is not merely a 

logical operation, but is rather to be understood as a spontaneous activity of 

the mind which makes the strange familiar, making sense of what has 

surprised us.

I shall return to Peirce’s point about the importance of “surprising facts” in 

generating theories and explanations presently, as it has considerable force 

when applied to the scientific phenomena I propose to discuss in the third 

and fourth lectures. But for the moment, I need simply to make the point 

that a recognition of the importance of “abduction” or “inference to the best 

explanation” within scientific reasoning significantly contracts the gap 
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between the natural sciences and the proposed approach to natural 

theology.

Peirce held that the observation of “surprising facts” was the stimulus that 

catalysed the process of “forming explanatory hypotheses” that he termed 

“abduction”. This sense of “puzzlement” appears to be envisaged as 

something intuitive, rather than deductive. Abduction, for Peirce, “comes to 

us like a flash”, as an “act of insight”. It is, nevertheless, elicited by 

observation, and the process of reflection that it stimulates – above all, when 

something that is observed which is held to be puzzling. It must be 

understood that Peirce is not suggesting that the only valid forms of 

abduction derive from the observation of surprising phenomena. The 

abductive process is as valid for surprising as it is for routine observations. 

Rather, Peirce is making the entirely reasonable point that it is things that 

surprise us that often trigger off lines of thought that lead to new 

discoveries or perspectives.

Historical illustrations of this point are legion. An excellent example lies to 

hand in the work of Charles Darwin, whose theory of evolution can be seen 

as an attempt to explain observations that were “surprising” when viewed in 

the context of prevailing theories of biological origins, such as those 

associated with William Paley or the Bridgewater Treatises. Darwin’s son later 

recalled his father’s habit of not allowing such anomalies (or “exceptions”) to 

pass, believing that their accumulated significance pointed to the need, and 

even the form, of a new theory.

There was one quality of mind which seemed to be of special and extreme 

advantage in leading him to make discoveries. It was the power of never 

letting exceptions pass unnoticed. Everybody notices a fact as an exception 

when it is striking or frequent, but he had a special instinct for arresting an 

exception. . . . It was just these things that he seized on to make a start 

from.
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The importance of this point had been appreciated earlier by William Paley, 

even if he did not frame the issue quite in Peirce’s terms. The central image 

that defined Paley’s approach to natural theology is that of a “surprising” 

observation – a watch found lying on a heath. The presence of the watch, 

Paley argues, clearly requires to be explained in a way that the presence of a 

stone does not. One expects to find stones and other natural objects in such 

a context; the watch, however, stands out as being different. Paley is 

perfectly prepared to accept that an account might be given of how the 

stone came to be there; his point is that the corresponding account of how 

the watch came to be present involves actors and agencies that do not need 

to be invoked to explain the presence of a stone.

Paley’s approach to natural theology is now widely (though not universally) 

regarded as outmoded and unhelpful. Yet its controlling image points to the 

capacity of the human imagination to identify counterintuitive presences and 

phenomena – things that surprise us because they are counter to normal 

expectations, and hence force us to ask whether there is another way of 

looking at them. Might they seem “surprising” because we view them 

through a predetermined filter or lens, which cannot adequately 

accommodate them, and hence might require revision, if not abandonment? 

Is there a standpoint from which they would not seem strange or surprising? 

Is there another way of looking at the same things, which might even lead to 

them being expected or anticipated? Resonance between theory and 

observation does not prove that a theory is true; it is, however, highly 

suggestive.

This series of lectures is concerned with identifying and exploring a series of 

such “surprising facts”, observed within the natural world, which force 

further discussion of some of the most fundamental questions of life. The 

heavily freighted vocabulary of “fine-tuning” is widely used to express the 

idea that the universe appears to have possessed certain qualities from the 

moment of its inception which were favorable to the production of intelligent 

life on Earth at this point in cosmic history, capable of reflecting on the 
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implications of its existence. Nature’s fundamental constants turn out to 

have been “fine-tuned” to reassuringly life-friendly values. The existence of 

carbon-based life on Earth depends upon a delicate balance of physical and 

cosmological forces and parameters, which are such that were any one of 

these quantities to be slightly altered, this balance would have been 

destroyed and life would not have come into existence. Stephen Hawking 

sets out the basic problem in the following way:

Why is the universe so close to the dividing line between collapsing again 

and expanding indefinitely? In order to be as close as we are now, the rate of 

expansion early on had to be chosen fantastically accurately. If the rate of 

expansion one second after the Big Bang had been less by one part in 1010, 

the universe would have collapsed after a few million years. If it had been 

greater by one part in 1010, the universe would have been essentially empty 

after a few million years. In neither case would it have lasted long enough for 

life to develop. Thus one either has to appeal to the anthropic principle or 

find some physical explanation of why the universe is the way it is.

For theologians and philosophers unfamiliar with the mathematical 

annotation, Hawking is suggesting that a difference of one part in ten billion 

in the rate of primal cosmic expansion would be sufficient to prohibit the 

emergence of life.

Others have stressed the extraordinary sensitivity of the universe’s 

fundamental characteristics or original conditions for the origins of cosmic 

life. Sir Martin Rees, Britain’s Astronomer Royal and President of the Royal 

Society, has argued that the emergence of human life in the aftermath of the 

Big Bang is governed by a mere six numbers, each of which is so precisely 

determined that a miniscule variation in any one would have made both our 

universe and human life, as we now known them, impossible. Similarly, 

Roger Penrose also speaks of an “extraordinary degree of precision (or ‘fine-

tuning’)” required for life.
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These observations are unquestionably surprising, save to those who have 

become so used to them that their power to astonish and evoke wonder has 

evaporated through overfamiliarity. Peirce would, not without reason, 

suggest that they call out for an explanation. So what may be inferred about 

the world in the light of these observations? And what criteria are to be used 

to establish which is the best such inference? These questions lie at the 

heart of these lectures.

But before we begin to reflect on the significance of the fine tuning of the 

universe, we need to establish what we are actually talking about. What is it 

that has prompted so many natural scientists to speak of “fine tuning”? In 

the following two lectures, we shall consider a range of these phenomena, 

focusing  on the disciplines of cosmology and evolutionary biology. It is not 

my intention to offer an exhaustive account of such matters, due to limits on 

time. Rather, I hope to offer some representative examples of this “fine 

tuning”, before reflecting further on what their implications might be for a 

natural theology. So let us follow through Charles Peirce’s line of inquiry: 

what “surprising facts” must we first consider, and then attempt to explain? 

Where do they lead us? We begin to explore these questions in the following 

lecture, next Tuesday evening.

Alister McGrath is Professor of Theology, Religion and Culture, and Head of 

the Centre for Theology, Religion, and Culture at King’s College, London.
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