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CHAPTER ONE

Robert John Russell’s Contribution to
the Theology & Science Dialogue

Ted Peters

Over the last two-and-a-half decades, a brief yet potentially groundbreaking
chapter of intellectual history has been in the writing in Berkeley, California.
The larger story is the history of the relationship between faith and science. The
Berkeley chapter tells of new encounters, new relationships, new insights, and
new breakthroughs. Leading the way across new thresholds has been my
colleague- and friend Robert John Russell, who founded the Center for
Theo!dgy and the Natural Sciences (CTNS) at the Graduate Theological
Union (GTU) in 1981. In what follows I would like to outline briefly the
Science and Religion story; then I would like to turn specxﬁcally to the chapter
m which Bob Russell is the chief character. .

* We will explicate the central congributions of Robert John Russell by
identifying five key concepts, which we affectionately call ‘Bobisms’. These key
concepts comprise: (1) CMI the ‘creative mutual interaction’ between science
and theology; (2) NIODA: ‘non-interventionist oBjéétive divine action’ in
nature’s world; (3) ASBE: ‘atoms may be small, but they’re everywhere’; (4)
t>p — that is, ‘if it’s true, then it must be possible’; and (5) FINLON,
according to which the Easter resurrection of Jesus is the ‘first instantiation of
a new law of nature’. This last one, FINLON, has a corollary, MTLT, or
‘miracle today, law tomorrow’. What is distinctive and admirable about
Russell’s contribution to the dialogue between science and religion is his
insistence that we will not have arrived at a true interaction until the day comes
when the theologian provides the scientist with a prompting that leads to
progressive empirical research. Such insistence takes courage. It demonstrates
that the scientific spirit of raising up a possibility, formulating it into a
hypothesis, and then pursuing research to confirm or disconfirm it can become
a challenge to expand the horizon of science while it enriches the life of
theology and, thereby, the life of faith.

Science & Religion versus Science & Theology

The flowering of dialogue between laboratory scientists and academic
theologians in Berkeley belongs in a global garden of new growth. During
the final third of the twentieth century something dramatic began to blossom in
the world’s intellectual flower bed, namely the field of Science & Religion.
Within this apparently spontaneously growing nosegay is a new hybrid, the
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While gratefully respectful toward the two languages or independence
model, CTNS has sought to go beyond it. The stages beyond include dialogue,
hypothetical consonance, and creative mutual interaction.

Since its founding in 1981, CTNS has regularly hosted and sponsored -
conferences in which laboratory scientists are invited to engage directly in
dialogue with theologians (accompanied by philosophers and ethicists)
regarding the implications of both scientific and theological concepts. Some
of these conferences have been quite open-ended; they begin without knowing
in advance where the conversation might lead. I have called this ‘dice shaker’
research; we place scientists and theologians in a room like placing dice in 2
cup, shake it up, toss it out, and see what comes out of it. Our discovery is that
both scientists and theologians come with a hunger and a thirst for dialogue,
believing in advance that such dialogue is important even if the end product is
unknown in advance.

Why might one think dialogue is important? What we found to be inchoate
and just asking for articulation is the assumption of hypothetical consonance.
It is the assumption that both science and theology are concerned about the
troth. Afyd, we assume, one truth cannot contradict another truth. Somewhere
in the darkness of what is not-yet-known, we assume, lies a connection between
the natural world as seen through scientific glasses and as seen through the eyes
of faith.

-We haye given this set of assumptions the label ' hypothetical consonance.
Notre Dame’s historian and philosopher of science Ernan McMullin gave the
field the term-‘consonance’ for use in. this context.” The assumption of
consonance directs inquiry toward areas of correspondence between what can
be said scientifically about the natural world and what can be said theologically
about God’s creation.'® Even though consonance seems to arise in some areas,
such as the apparent correspondence of Big Bang cosmology with the doctrine
of creation out of nothing, consonance hae not been fully confirmed in all
relevant shared areas. Hence, the adjective hypothetical applies to theology as
well as science. ;

Russell picked up and developed the term consonance in several ways. His
distinctive contribution is adding, without contrasting, the notion of
dissonance. Dissonance between a scientific model and a theological model
becomes a jumping-off point for further investigation and possible alteration of
one, the other, or both. Russell writes,

I combined McMullin's idea with McFague’s epistemic claim about the ‘is
and is not’ structure of metaphor to include and thus to learn from both
consonance and what I called ‘dissonance’ between scientific and
theological theories. Rather than undercutting a coherent worldview,
dissonance points to the dynamic character of our worldview, specifying
where problems arise, shifts are required, and potentially greater coherence
can be sought. Moreover, by recognizing that theories in both science and
theology evolve and are eventually replaced, we can build change directly
into tEe relation between science and theology rather than being threatened
by it.
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the direction and move from theology toward science. (1) Physical theories can
provide data which place constraints on theological descriptions of the world.
For example, Russell says a theology of divine action should not violate special
relativity. (2) Physical theories can provide direct data to be incorporated into
a theological scheme. For example, the beginning of time or t=0 in Big Bang
cosmology might be correlated to creation ex nihilo. (3) Physical theories can
provide indirect data for theology — that is, following philosophical critique a
scientific theory could be readied for theological input. For example, after a
philosophical examination of t =0 we might find that it would provide indirect
testimony to the notion that the created world is contingent upon the act ofa
creator God. (4) Physical theories can provide indirect data for theology when
filtered through a philosophy of nature, such as process philosophy or
emergent monism. (5) Physical theories can function heuristically in the
theological context of discovery by providing conceptual, experiential, moral,
or aesthetic inspiration. Now, reversing direction, (6) theology has historically
provided assumptions that underlay the development of science, such as the
contingency and rationality of nature. (7) Theological theories about the
createdsofder can act as sources of inspiration in the scientific context of
discovery. (8) Theological theories could provide criteria, alongside empirical
adequacy, coherence, scope, and fertility, for theory choices in science,
especially physics.'?

At CTNS Wwe employ the image of the bridge with two-way traffic to convey
the CMI principle. Robert John Russell writes, ‘I /have expanded the
methodology by analyzing how the insights of theology and philosophy
‘influence scientists_as they pursue their theoreticil work. The combined
methodology of “critical mutual interaction” Tepresents a genuine “two-way”
bridge between science and religion.”*

When formulating what would become the editorial policy for the CTNS
journal, Theology and Science, we penned the following:

j w*
When scientific descriptions of the natural world begin to bear the weight of
undeniable truth, then we expect theologians to consider with honesty the
need to incorporate scientific knowledge into religious understanding.
Similarly, when theologians draw upon venerable insights regarding God,
creation, human nature, or spiritual presence, then we expect scientists to
consider whether such religious insights might guide a hypothesis toward a
progressive research program. These expectations lead us beyond two

languages toward what we at CTNS like to term, ‘the creative mutual
interaction of theology and science’.'*

NIODA: Non-Interventionist Objective Divine Action

When we turn to the second Bobism, NIODA, the question becomes this: in
light of modern science, how can we understand God’s providential action in
the natural world? Since the Enlightenment, we in the West have been given a
choice between two understandings of special providence. First, God acts
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objectively in nature and history and we human beings respond; but these acts
can only be understood as divine inferventions into the natural and historical
world, as miracles. Or, second, human subjectivity includes human action
based upon God-consciousness; and what we think of as distinctively divine
activity is uniformly the same in all events — that is, no miracles. The choice
between these two is inadequate to cover the logical options, according to
Russell.

‘The old choice was based on classical physics and modern, reductionist
philosophy’, writes Russell. ‘Today, because of changes in the natural sciences,
including quantum physics, genetics, evolution, and the mind/brain problem,
and because of changes in philosophy, including the move from reductionism
to holism and the legitimacy of including whole/part and top/down analysis,
we can now understand special providence as the objective acts of God in nature
and history and we can understand these acts in a non-interventionist manner
consistent with science.’*

During the Enlightenment and the period of classical or Newtonian physics,
it appeared that we were living in a world closed within a causal nexus with no
windows to transcendence. For God to act in this otherwise closed causal
nexus, God would need to intervene. God would need to suspend or even
violate the existing laws of nature. In short, divine action would consist of
miraculous action. !

Now, we are talking here about divine action within the world, not the
creation of the world. We can assume that God acted to bring the world into
existence in the first place. This is consistent with classical physics. Our concern
here is special providence, or God’s action within the existing natural world
with its already-established laws of nature and causal network. ‘If the physical
world is a causally-closed, deterministic system, and if the behavior of the
world as a whole is ultimately reducible to that of its physical parts, the action
of a free a§ent — whether human or divine — must entail a violation of natural
processes.’'® # ’

In order to avoid interventionism when describing God’s action in nature’s
world, nineteenth-century Liberal Protestant theologians and their twentieth-
century neo-Orthodox followers had turned to human subjectivity. Leaving the
objective world to uniform and inviolable natural processes studied %ofely by
science, they located God’s presence in human consciousness. In order to see
God’s action in the world, a believer would need to see with the eyes of faith.
Divine action became a subjective interpretation of an otherwise neutral or
godless objective world. God’s action became limited to action within the
human perspective.

Neither of these two views is satisfying to Russell. “Thus by and large the
choice has been either to affirm objective special providence at the cost of an
interventionist and, in some extreme cases, an anti-scientific theology, or
abandon objective special providence at the cost of a scientifically irrelevant
and, in many cases, a privatized theology. In this light, a third option is
crucial.’’’

The quest Russell has set out on is this: how can we conceptualize God’s
action in nature’s world that is objective without being interventionist?
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a natural phenomenon, we should try to explain it according to physical
processes. But we should not try to explain it away. This is Russell’s way of
defending theology against what Alfred North Whitehead labeled the ‘fallacy
of misplaced concreteness’. Whitehead says, ‘this fallacy consists in neglecting
the degree of abstraction involved when an actual entity is considered merely so
far as it exemplifies certain categories of thought. There are aspects of
actualities which are simply ignored so long as we restrict thought to these
categories.”>*

What happens in nature is not merely a collection of instances that exemplify
already-existing universal laws. Nature has a history; and this history includes
contingent and previously unpredictable events. Once the Newtonian clock-
work cosmos has been opened up like Swiss cheese is opened up, then the
uniqueness and specificity of actual occasions come to the fore. Actual natural
events should be the first order of business for the scientist. Induction, not
deduction, is the method of reasoning scientists should employ.

FINLON: The First Instantiation of a New Law of Nature

This recognition of contingency and openness to nature’s history leads us to
the next Bobism, FINLON, or ‘the first instantiation of a'new law of nature’.
Because Christian theology posits an eschatology complete with a promised
new creation yet to come, theologians can conceive of a world guided by laws
of nature different from the ones we currently have. Should a new law of nature
suddenly appear, it might tell us something about our creation that we could
not have known previously. Anticipating a new creation, theologians are in a
position to provide perspectives and suggestions tilat could open scientists to
recognize what might be unprecedented. RS )

The context within which Russell.developed FINLON was an analysis of the
concept of contingency, with special reference to the theory of the resurrection
developed by Wolfhart Pannenberg.?® Russell proposes a threefold typology of
(1) global contingency; (2) local contingeney; and (3) nomological contingency.
Each of these has subtypes. The first, global contingency, yields), gsa) global
ontological contingency, which asks: why does the universe exist perse? Why is
there something and not nothing? Or, (1b) global existential contingency,
which asks: why does the universe have such global characteristics as the
fundamental laws of physics and the constants of nature? Or, why this
particular universe and not another one? The second, local contingency, yields
(2a) local ontological contingency, which asks: why does this particular thing
exist and continue to exist? Or, (2b) local existential contingency, which asks:
why does this particular thing have the characteristics it has? When Russell
turns to the third, nomological contingency, he locates the contingency of
nature’s laws. He asks, could the first instance of a new natural process
inangurate a new law of nature?

An obvious example of the inauguration of 2 new natural process is the onset
of biological processes well into the history of the cosmos. Many aeons since
the Big Bang 13.7 billion years ago had to pass lifelessly before the first sign of
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In order to crack open scientific method so as to perceive and acknowledge
the possibility of FINLON, Russell critically suspends two philosophical
assumptions made by natural science, namely analogy. and nomological
universality. According to the principle of analogy, the future will be just like
the past. This means that based upon analogy from observations about the
natural world we make now we can project what the universe will be like sixty-
five billion years from now. This needs critique. If in the near or distant future
God acts to transform and redeem this world, it would be unpredictable
according to the principle of analogy.

According to the principle of nomological universality, the same laws which
govern the past and present will govern the future as well. This also needs
critique. Again, should God the creator re-create the world so that different
laws obtain - such as wolves living with lambs and the elimination of death —
then existing laws would no longer apply. The law that dead people stay dead
would no longer apply. What we need to say about the Easter resurrection of
Jesus, according to Russell, is that the future law that dead people will rise into
the new creation has occurred ahead of time. Jesus is the “first fruits of those
having fallen asleep’ (1 Corinthians 15:20). On Easter, God inaugurated a new
law of nature, one that we will see become universal at some point in the future.

Russell finds distinctively theological warrant for holding this view. He
claims ‘on rheological grounds that the processes of nature that science
describes are the result of God’s ongoing action as Creator; their regularity is
the result of God’s faithfulness. But God is free to act in radically new ways,
not only in human Thisfory but also in the ongoing history of the universe,
God’s creation.”? '

At the moment when God raised Jesus from the grave on the first Easter
Sunday, the law that dead people remain dead was still in effect. It remains in
effect today. In this context, this divine act leaves ué With' an anomaly. It could
appear to be a miracle, a violation of existing laws of nature. However; Russell
wants us to view that original resurrection as the first instance' of a general
resurrection. The advent of the new creation complete with general
resurrection will establish that resurrection is a universal law. Jesus® Easter
resurrection was the first instance, the prolepsis. Yet, it looks like a Jmjracle.
This leads to a correlate Bobism, ‘Miracle today, law tomorrow’ (MTLT).

Conclusion

One could easily list many accomplishments on the part of Robert John Russell
that would warrant a congratulatory handshake and an adulatory smile. He
has distinguished himself as a teaching professor in his position of Professor of
Theology and Science in Residence at the Graduate Theological Union. He
founded and directed the Center for Theology and the Natural Sciences, a
center of research and publications and public service that has exhibited
unrivaled leadership in the growing field of Theology & Science. Along with
colleagues in Berkeley and the Vatican Observatory in Rome he has provided
planning and editorial guidance for a series of science-theology dialogues with









