
What Lessons from the Past Aid 

Our Choice?
In con sid er ing how a twenty-first cen tury
sci en tist chooses his or her research topic, it
may seem bizarre to go back to the past
where con di tions were unimag in ably dif -
fer ent. Yet in fact the past has much to teach 
us, and there are sound Chris tian rea sons
for some times glanc ing back over our
shoul ders to see how God has shaped his -
tory. There are pat terns in his tory which
have a habit of repeat ing them selves. So our 
prob lems are not nec es sar ily new in prin ci -
ple. After all, seri ous his tor i cal stud ies have
revealed much of the inti mate con nec tion
between sci ence and Chris tian ity. Nor is the
past nec es sar ily a long time ago; as some -
one has said, “His tory fin ished last night!”
Yet, of course, the past has gone, and we
should not han ker after an imag ined golden
age nor try to put the clock back (unless, as
C. S. Lewis once said, it’s actu ally wrong).
But a bal anced approach to the past and the
future can be of great help in look ing at
some of our con tem po rary prob lems.

When we focus on the ques tion of choice 
of research top ics, there is sur pris ingly lit tle 
writ ten about it, either in Chris tian or sec u -
lar lit er a ture. Pos si bly this is because there
often has been lit tle choice any way, or
because in the past research stu dents were
not recruited as now, or sim ply that the ini -
tial choice may not be seen as a par tic u larly
inter est ing topic, cer tainly not in com par i -
son with what the sub se quent research
actu ally showed. For a Chris tian, some of
the mat ters dis cussed below are likely to be
of greater impor tance than they might be
for non-Chris tian col leagues. In gen eral, the 
bib li cal prin ci ples of guid ance would need
to be thor oughly explored.1

A close exam i na tion of a num ber of
cases, his tor i cal and con tem po rary, does

seem to dis close cer tain fac tors that drive
the choice along cer tain lines. We may call
these deter mi nants of choice, and in the fol -
low ing account seven have been iden ti fied
as spe cially impor tant. Oth ers may exist,
but the list seems to be fairly inclu sive. We
shall illus trate them with mod ern exam ples 
as well as from two well-researched lives of
the past.

One of these was Edward Frank land, an
Eng lish chem ist who lived from 1825 to 1899 
and who was, in his time, reck oned to be at
the very front of his pro fes sion in  Britain.
He dis cov ered (and named) the chem i cal
“bond,” was the founder of organo metallic
chem is try and a pio neer in chem i cal edu ca -
tion, and con trib uted mas sively to the mon -
i tor ing of drink ing water sup plies in the
expand ing Vic to rian cit ies. He was the first
pro fes sor of chem is try at Man ches ter and
then worked in Lon don, fin ish ing his career 
at what is now Impe rial Col lege. He was
knighted in 1898. Inter est ingly—if sadly—
he ini tially pro fessed the Chris tian faith
encoun tered in his youth at Lan cas ter, but
gave it up for appar ently com plex rea sons
and spent his later years in the com pany of
Huxley and other agnos tics seek ing to rid i -
cule the Church and all that it rep re sented.2
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The other exam ple is Michael Far a day,
prob a bly the great est exper i men tal phys i -
cal sci en tist of all time, a founder of elec tro -
mag ne tism and pio neer in other branches
of chem i cal and elec tri cal stud ies, work ing
all his sci en tific life at Lon don’s Royal Insti -
tu tion. He lived from 1791 to 1867, and
main tained a robust Chris tian faith for all
his days, belong ing to an obscure, and now
extinct, denom i na tion known (from one of
their first lead ers) as the Sandemanians.
They placed loy alty to Scrip ture before any
other alle giance.3

Determinants of Choice 
Seven deter mi nants of choice will be intro -
duced in roughly the his tor i cal order in
which they first appeared. Of course, it was
rare for any one them to have acted alone.

1. Fascination for the Topic
From time imme mo rial, peo ple have stud -
ied nature for the sheer fas ci na tion it exerts:
“Just because it’s there.” A youth ful delight
in flow ers, insects, or small ani mals has
turned many a per son to become a life-long
nat u ral ist. A pre oc cu pa tion with Greek ideas
of cir cu lar motion undoubt edly helped to
deter mine the direc tion of Coper ni cus’ rev -
o lu tion ary ideas on cos mol ogy. And in more 
recent times, every research super vi sor
knows well how sheer intel lec tual sat is fac -
tion with a given topic can drive even
appar ently unprom is ing stu dents to per -
form splen did work. Few of us will have
taken research ers on board with out some
indi ca tion that they were likely to find the
topic of great inher ent inter est. A geol ogy
researcher I knew once con fided that he felt
it so unfair that he should receive a sal ary for 
some thing that oth ers would will ingly pay
to do if they had half a chance. This is sci ence 
for its own sake, a dis in ter ested search for
knowl edge.

It was a major fac tor in the life of
Edward Frank land. While study ing in Ger -
many, he encoun tered a school of thought
that believed it was pos si ble to iso late
organic rad i cals (like methyl and ethyl).
He declared, “I was also smit ten with the
fever” and there af ter engaged in such sin -
gle-minded pur suit that he dis cov ered, not
tran sient “rad i cals,” but a whole new range

of com pounds which he called “organo -
metal lic” and one of the fun da men tal the o -
ries of chem is try, the the ory of valence.

Michael Far a day’s first sci ence was
chem is try—in his cir cum stances there was
lit tle alter na tive. But when he was invited
by the edi tor of a jour nal to write a his tor i -
cal paper on elec tro mag ne tism, such was
its fas ci na tion that he moved right into elec -
tro mag netic research him self. That kind of
story can be repeated end lessly as fields of
sci ence dis cov ered almost by acci dent have
proved the most pow er ful deter mi nant for
future direc tions in research.

2. To the Greater Glory of God
It was Fran cis Bacon who gave us one of the
main aims for study ing nature: It should be
“to the glory of God.” Most of those who
worked in the Sci en tific Rev o lu tion undoubt -
edly shared that moti va tion. This includes
Coper ni cus, Kep ler, New ton, and count less
lesser lights. How far this ideal deter mined
which area of nature they stud ied is more
prob lem at i cal. It may be that Coper ni cus
for sook med i cine for astron omy for pre cisely 
the rea son enun ci ated in Psalm 19:1: “The
heav ens declare the glory of God.” Kep ler cer -
tainly argued that astron o mers should not
pur sue the glory of their own intel lect but
the glory of God above every thing else.

Per haps the least spe cific of all the seven
deter mi nants, a long ing for the glory of
God has surely helped in the selec tion of
research top ics in the sense that it enabled
peo ple to exclude that which was evi dently
not for God’s glory. And it has some times
given gen eral encour age ment to pur sue sci -
en tific objec tives which look as though they 
might dis close some thing new of the gran -
deur of the uni verse (as astron omy) or the
evi dences of design and pur pose. 

Amongst our Vic to rian pre de ces sors,
Edward Frank land’s devel op ing agnos ti -
cism would find no room for “the glory of
God.” How ever, in his Inau gu ral Lec ture at
Man ches ter, even he would argue the spe -
cial case for chem i cal research because “the
chem ist expe ri ences a pecu liar delight &
inex press ible feel ing of love to the benef i -
cent Author of cre ation.” Whether he meant 
it, or was sim ply play ing to the gal lery, it is
hard to say, but the very fact that he artic u -
lated such a sen ti ment sug gests at least that
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it was a cred i ble one to cite. His older col -
league Michael Far a day said lit tle of his
faith in the arena of pub lic sci ence, but a
much under lined verse in his Bible says
it all: “Let us not be weary in well-doing”
(Galatians 6:9). And when his theo log i cal
mus ings on the struc ture of mat ter led him
even tu ally to his field the ory, Far a day was
(in the words of one com men ta tor) “quite
lit er ally at play in the fields of the Lord.”4

Today many mod ern stu dents have had
their steps directed to cer tain research areas 
by con vic tions that, some how, such stud ies
may be truly to the greater glory of God. In
our sec u lar soci ety, it is a con sid er ation we
can not pos si bly ignore.

3. Social Benefit
Fran cis Ba con’s other rea son for study ing
na ture, as well as be ing for “the glory of
God,” was for “the good of man’s es tate.”
Sci ence was seen for its po ten tial for so cial
im prove ment. As the util ity of sci ence be -
came more and more ob vi ous, this be came
one of the com mon est mo tives for pur su ing
it, and also for the se lec tion of re search top -
ics. Many starry-eyed youth ful re search ers
have gone for a topic be cause it might lead to 
a cure for can cer, im proved ag ri cul ture, a
ben e fit to the en vi ron ment, etc. 

In Vic to rian times, there was a huge
opti mism about the power of sci ence.
Edward Frank land was a typ i cal embodi -
ment of that view. His research pro jects
were often cho sen for that pur pose, espe -
cially in his early years in Man ches ter
(1850–1858). Later work on water anal y sis,
which helped to avert a national disas ter
through con tam i nated and infected drink -
ing water, was at least partly an expres sion
of that belief. Sim i larly much of Far a day’s
research was for the com mon good: gas-
light ing, col lab o ra tion with Davy on the
min ers’ safety lamp, con sul tant work on
min ing disas ters, advice on light house mat -
ters for Trin ity House, and much more. His
desire to ben e fit human kind sprang from
his clearly artic u lated belief that “the gifts
of God” are given “for our good.”

Two exam ples from the twen ti eth cen -
tury must suf fice. Ray Gambell has told
how, as a Chris tian he wanted to do some -
thing “use ful” with his bio log i cal train ing,
so he decided to work on fish er ies’ research.

He is now the Sec re tary of the Inter na tional
Whaling Com mis sion.5 Another biol o gist,
Oli ver Barclay, hav ing grad u ated at Cam -
bridge dur ing World War II, was led to his
research topic by the plight of the wife of a
med i cal pro fes sor. She had injured her knee 
but sur geons at that time did not know
enough of how the joint worked to oper ate
suc cess fully on it. She there fore had to lose
her leg. Barclay was led by this cir cum -
stance to ded i cate his research to a study of
the mechan ics of ver te brate loco mo tion in
gen eral.6 After his Ph.D., he moved into
Chris tian work among stu dents, becom ing
even tu ally Gen eral Sec re tary of the Brit ish
IVF/UCCF.

4. Intentions of the Supervisor
How ever free one might imag ine one self
today, the fact is that one major deter mi nant
must be the wishes of one’s super vi sor. Such 
a per son often has been at the elbow of
young research stu dents but the super vi -
sor’s role is now much more closely defined
than two hun dred years ago, reflect ing the
emer gence of research schools in sci ence.
For chem is try, Justus Liebig opened the doors
of his lab o ra tory at Giessen from 1825 to
1852 to a great vari ety of peo ple, from those
just pass ing through the town and want ing a 
week or two of lab o ra tory instruc tion to
full-fledged Ph.D. can di dates. Sim i lar schools
appeared in France (Dumas, Paris, 1832–
1838) and Scot land (Thomson, Glas gow,
1817–1852). They grad u ally evolved from
lab o ra tory train ing of bright stu dents to con -
scious prep a ra tion for Ph.D., and insti tuted
a trend for travel to cen ters of excel lence in
Europe.

Today the super vi sor’s wishes may be
expressed as a com mand or as advice. It is
unlikely that the (pos si bly apoc ry phal)
expe ri ence of Ernest Rutherford will be
repeated in our life times. It is said that the
young New Zea lander was asked by Pro -
fes sor Bickerton what he wanted to do. He
replied that he wished to repeat and exam -
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ine the dis cov ery by Hertz of the trans mis -
sion of elec tro mag netic waves. “Splen did!”
the Pro fes sor is said to have responded,
“I’ll be your dem on stra tor!”7 When Josiah
 Willard Gibbs was pur su ing his doc toral
research at Yale in the early 1860s, his biog -
ra pher notes that the direc tion of his stud ies 
“in those days of infor mal ity must have
been largely deter mined by his own pre di -
lec tions.”8

Those days are long gone. There fore the
most impor tant deci sion we prob a bly have
to make is our choice of direc tor. It is still true
as J. D. Bernal had observed just before
World War II:

The pro fes sor con trols a depart ment and 
advises the research work ers in that
depart ment; that is, in gen eral, he sug -
gests the research they should
under take, and assists and crit i cizes
them in the course of their work.9

Else where the same writer advises: “Pick
your chief wisely and make your self agree -
able to him,” add ing that the best sci en tists
are not nec es sar ily the best research direc -
tors. Some may be so involved in their own
work that stu dents get seen once or so a year, 
while oth ers may be so inter ested in the
work of their stu dents that they tend to
regard it as their own. In a some what more
cyn i cal tone, Bernal remarks:

Per haps the most con ve nient chiefs are
those ami a ble scoun drels who estab lish
a kind of sym bi o sis with their research
work ers, choose good ones with care,
see they are well sup plied with appa ra -
tus, attach their own names to all their
papers, and when at last they are found
out, gen er ally man age through their
numer ous con nec tions to pro mote their
protégé into a good posi tion.10

So it is clearly cru cial to select a super vi -
sor (if pos si ble) on the grounds of rep u ta -
tion or even ami a bil ity. Has he or she got
a flour ish ing research com mu nity? This
approach goes back at least to the days of
Liebig when stu dents flocked to the guru
whose rep u ta tion was even then inter na -
tional. One needs also to know if the estab -
lish ment is well man aged and well financed.
Bernal’s cau tion is timely as instances are
still well known of cer tain super vi sors try -
ing to acquire record num bers of research

stu dents and in fact rarely see ing any of
them, a prob lem com pounded in many
coun tries today by gov ern ment pres sure
for vis i ble results.

In the case of Edward Frank land, a visit
to Mar burg for five months in 1847 per -
suaded him of the excel lence of Rob ert
Bun sen as a super vi sor; so he returned
there in 1848/9 to acquire a Ph.D. Bun sen
seems to have only pro vided a frame work
within which to work (the hunt for rad i -
cals), and Frank land’s own topic was
deter mined partly at least by the acci dent of 
some of his own early dis cov er ies. He chose 
well because Bun sen’s team worked in an
expand ing and novel field, there was a
good research atmo sphere aided by fel low
stu dents like J. Tyn dall and H. Kolbe, and a
range of new tech niques in gas anal y sis was 
avail able.

Far a day, in con trast, worked in the less
for mal period of the early nine teenth cen -
tury. His super vi sor, Sir Humphry Davy,
could not have been better cho sen, for he
was a bright and ris ing star in sci en tific
Lon don. There can be no ques tion as to how 
the two men came together. Far a day heard
Davy’s lec tures at the Royal Insti tu tion and
wrote to him (1812) for help in gen eral, not
as a for mal research stu dent. Later he was
urged by Davy to ana lyze some min er als
and then to work with him on the safety-
lamp. In that way, his career as a chem ist
was begun. For the rest of his life, he was
deeply grate ful to his super vi sor.

5. Personal Ambition
For some peo ple, research top ics always
have been a means to ful fil a per sonal ambi -
tion for fame, influ ence, or what ever. This
is sur pris ingly com mon in sci ence today,
though sci ence’s insti tu tions may “cun -
ningly sub li mate human ambi tion &
com pet i tive ness into the search for new
knowl edge.”11 If one’s ambi tions are merely
to get a doc tor ate for what ever rea son, one
may face a dif fi cult deci sion between an
impor tant piece of work that may lead only
to a dead-end, or to a safe but fairly triv ial
Ph.D. topic.

The means cho sen to reach the first goal
of the Ph.D. may affect the pos si bil ity of
reach ing the sec ond goal [sub se quent
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career]. Choice of an unad ven tur ous research area may 
pro duce a dull teacher, or some one who is wed ded to a
safe but unex cit ing branch of  science.12

Frank land was driven by a burn ing ambi tion for rec -
og ni tion, prob a bly to over come his hered i tary dis ad van -
tages (for he was ille git i mate). But this drive did not seem
to have affected his topic choice. For Far a day, per sonal
ambi tion was not rel e vant at all, for he had no inter est in
sta tus, even declin ing the pres i dency of the Royal Soci ety. 
He said: “I could not answer for the integ rity of my intel -
lect for a sin gle year.” That fit ted per fectly with the bib li -
cal val ues enshrined in his Sandemanian faith.

6. Financial Gain
The thought of choos ing a research pro ject for money is
dis tinctly odd at first sight. Cen turies ago the alche mists
are pos si ble exam ples, and by the Vic to rian era, util i tar ian
pro jects could have finan cial rewards as well. The career of
Edward Frank land is a clas sic, if extreme, exam ple of
 science being pur sued for finan cial gain (as well as for
other motives). Set ting him self up as a con sul tant ana lyst,
he made ana lyt i cal chem is try a major research inter est,
not merely advanc ing the sci ence but also gen er at ing an
enor mous extra income. For Frank land, mak ing money
became an extreme obses sion. In dra matic con trast, Michael 
 Faraday always loved sci ence more than money, once say -
ing, “I can not afford to get rich.” His Bible had heavy
mark ings on those pas sages warn ing against ava rice.

In mod ern times, sci ence some times may make a
 person’s for tune, but it is fairly rare. When choice of a
research topic has to be made, it is not often a con sid er -
ation, though grants do vary. Vari a tion between coun tries 
is more impor tant, as when would-be research ers migrate 
from the UK to the USA! The main case, how ever, is
in indus trial spon sor ship, where firms may com pete to
spon sor gifted indi vid u als and where the area of research
is already deter mined.

7. Ethically Unobjectionable
The final deter mi nant is whether a given topic is eth i cally
objec tion able. If it is not, it may prove more attrac tive than
one that does have eth i cal objec tions. This, unlike the other
six deter mi nants, is uniquely mod ern. It is a func tion of the
mod ern (or even postmodern) fear of sci ence and its effects 
on the envi ron ment. Such con cerns can be rec og nized in
Vic to rian times, though they were expressed in dif fer ent
terms from ours. Indus trial prac tices were often seen as
dan ger ous and unde sir able, as in the emis sion of toxic
gases. But that rarely, if ever, affected any choice of aca -
demic research topic. Such con sid er ations were not
rel e vant to the cases of either Edward Frank land or
Michael Far a day. How ever, today many are both ered by
pro jects that might pro mote abor tion, pro lif er a tion of

weap ons, exploi ta tion of the poor, and spoil ing of the envi -
ron ment. This is a fairly new phe nom e non in sci ence,
dat ing spe cially from the envi ron men tal cru sades and the
anti-nuclear lobby of the 1960s. Sev eral, per haps many,
Chris tians declined to com mence research that could even -
tu ally lead to the pro lif er a tion of nuclear weap ons. 

One can, of course, ratio nal ize such fears away, even
argu ing from such implau si ble pro pos als as that of
Asimov that “send ing men to the moon just might lead to
a cure for can cer.” Or it is pos si ble that one evil can over -
come another; some would say that includes using GM
prod ucts to destroy the global poppy crop that pro duces
her oin. In extreme cases, one can also invoke the free dom
of sci ence and reject eth i cal objec tions alto gether. How -
ever one reacts, there is no doubt that this is another strong
deter mi nant in the way we choose to do our sci ence.

Three General Rules to Remember
Rule 1: We can never predict the outcome of

research with certainty.
For all of our dil i gence in select ing the “right” research
topic, we can never be sure of the out come, how use ful or
inno va tive or even harm ful it may be. Michael Far a day is
sup posed to have coun tered a ques tion as to the util ity
of his elec tro mag netic research with the ques tion, “What
use is a baby?” In each case, one can not tell the future and
has to be pre pared for sur prises. In con nec tion with the
research by Comroe and Dripps on car dio vas cu lar and
pul mo nary dis eases, it has been pointed out that over 40%
of the work on which their advances were based was not
clin i cally ori ented at the time and the kind of out come was
quite unpredicted.13 Some highly aca demic research on the 
mesomorphic state of cer tain aro matic com pounds led to
the large-scale pro duc tion of liq uid crys tals and a large
new indus try. The oft-quoted exam ple of Flem ing and
pen i cil lin was, how ever, only a chance result in one sense,
for it was the cul mi na tion of twenty years of search ing.14

As Pas teur said, “Chance favors the pre pared mind.”

Rule 2: We need to sit down before the facts.
The noted agnos tic T. H. Huxley once wrote:

Sci ence seems to me to teach in the high est and stron -
gest man ner the great truth which is embod ied in the
Chris tian con cep tion of entire sur ren der to the will of
God. Sit down before the fact as a lit tle child, be pre -
pared to give up every pre-con ceived notion, fol low
hum bly to what ever abysses Nature leads, or you shall
learn noth ing.

One may ques tion his almost Hegeli an spell ing of Nature
with a cap i tal let ter, but in other respects he was entirely
right. In choos ing our research top ics, we do well to
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remem ber that the open ness that he advo -
cates is a Chris tian vir tue. What ever our
sub ject of inves ti ga tion may be, such “the -
ol ogy of humil ity” will stand us in good
stead. 

Rule 3: We must explore, discuss,
and pray.

This should surely be the final word to any -
one with a Chris tian com mit ment fac ing the
dif fi cult deci sion that we have been dis cuss -
ing. Explore the issues, dis cuss them with
like-minded com pan ions, and pray actively
about them. Above all, don’t drift! P
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Audi ence: Beyond your list of topic deter mi -
nants for research, most of us face two addi -
tional ques tions: (1) What topic will be funded
by a research grant? You need to put your own
per sonal fas ci na tion aside and think about what
can be funded. It is a lit tle dis turb ing to be com -
pletely driven by what the “pow ers that be”
deter mine to be wor thy of fund ing. (2) What do
our peers think is impor tant? We are often
 completely driven by peer review, which is an
impor tant good. What kind of paper will get
peer agree ment so it is accepted in the jour nal
world and there fore funded? Is this driv ing force 
too strong, when a Chris tian is com pletely driven 
by fund ing con sid er ations?

Rus sell: If the thing is in itself good, I don’t
think that is a prob lem. Is it?

Audi ence: No, as long as we are free to con -
sider other ele ments on the list that you gave us,

e.g., hav ing a fas ci na tion for the topic, deter min -
ing social ben e fit and con sid er ing the eth i cal
dimen sion. Some times these things are pushed
aside with the over whelm ing issue of peer review
and fund ing. That con cerns me. My hus band,
e.g., is in bio med i cal engi neer ing research. He
chooses to do a human-based study in a par tic u -
lar field because he does n’t want to do ani mal
research which could cause the ani mals to suf fer. 
How ever, he knows in the back of his mind that
in his par tic u lar field he could get fund ing more
eas ily if he did ani mal research. It’s dif fi cult to
bal ance these other fac tors and not just fund ing.

Rus sell: I take your point, but would add that
fund ing appli ca tions can some times be more
suc cess ful if they are imag i na tively pre sented. I
recall once ask ing a large fund ing author ity "If
this pro posal is at all inter est ing, how could I
pres ent it in such a way that you would be most
favor ably inclined to look upon it?" They indi -
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cated sev eral strat e gies, includ ing an empha sis on cur rently
fash ion able trends in meth od ol ogy, ref er ence to themes and pos -
si ble appli ca tions of great con tem po rary inter est, col lab o ra tion
with other insti tu tions, etc. One must always be strictly hon est
and truth ful, but a sanc ti fied imag i na tion can make all the dif -
fer ence between a mun dane and a spar kling appli ca tion.

Audi ence: How should a post doc toral stu dent go about choos -
ing a research topic? You said we should choose a super vi sor
rather than a topic. I am won der ing about Far a day as an exam -
ple of this; his advi sor was Davy. He might not have been a
really appro pri ate advi sor in some areas. What about eth i cal
con sid er ations? Would you rec om mend that some one choose a
super vi sor based on his or her Chris tian faith or eth i cal record?
Or should the choice be based on some one who is doing some
really inter est ing work?

Rus sell: I think you want a com bi na tion. I would never say
choose a super vi sor just because he or she is a Chris tian.
Equally, I would n’t say, choose some one who gets 300 research
stu dents and lots of Ph.D.’s each year, but whose eth ics were
highly debat able. You need to have a bal ance.

Audi ence: His torically, do we have mod els of com mu ni ties of
believ ing sci en tists?

Rus sell: Far a day was n’t in one. There are plenty of emi nent
Chris tians today who are. I am the imme di ate past pres i dent of
Chris tians in Sci ence in the UK, where many of the lead ing sci -
en tific fig ures in Brit ain are mem bers. In Vic to rian times,
James Clerk Maxwell, George Stokes, Lord Kel vin, just to name
three in phys i cal sci ence, were all peo ple who thought very bib li -
cally and Chris tianly. There were lots of lesser lights. 

When Dar win’s the ory came out, the Chris tian church
inter acted with it, although parts of it got ter ri bly upset. Inci -
dentally, the parts that got upset were not all the evan gel i cals. It 
was often the lib er als in the Angli can Church who did n’t have a
clearly defined faith. Many evan gel i cals saw that it res o nated
with what they believe. But that’s another story. Your point
was about com mu nity for believ ing sci en tists. Around 1865,
650 Chris tians signed a doc u ment called “A Dec la ra tion by
Mem bers of the Phys i cal Sci ence Com mu nity.” These peo ple
were not all evan gel i cals, but all Chris tians. They said, “We
have noth ing to fear from sci ence.” They were peo ple who were
pri mar ily active in chem is try and phys i cal sci ence but were
con cerned with the bio log i cal sci ences to some extent. Often in
Vic to rian times, there was a great divide between phys i cal and
bio log i cal sci ences. More phys i cal sci en tists were Chris tians
than bio log i cal ones. 

Audi ence: You men tioned that there are a lot of pas sages in the 
Bible that have wrongly been taken sci en tif i cally in the past and
there is sig nif i cant dan ger in that. On the flip side of that, are
there pas sages that you think should be taken sci en tif i cally or at
least more sci en tif i cally than they have been? Is there a source of 
more spe cific research inspi ra tion in the Scrip tures, not just in a 
Chris tian sense, but in very dis ci plin ary sense?

Rus sell: I don’t think there are any pas sages in the Scrip tures
which should be inter preted as though they were sci en tific
descrip tions of the uni verse. I don’t think that’s what Scrip ture

is about. It has some thing far more impor tant to tell us. As
 Galileo said when he was up before the Inqui si tion, about the
author ity of Scrip ture: “I am per suaded that the pur pose of the
Holy Ghost in giv ing us the scrip tures is not to tell us how the
heav ens go, but how to go to heaven.” 

But I think there are other ways in which Scrip ture does
have a lot to say to us about what we do with the world in which
we live and how our respon si bil ity for it has to be exer cised. I’m
not just think ing of envi ron men tal activ ity or gen eral care of
our neigh bors, but of care for pos ter ity as well. Although Chris -
tians don’t always agree, I think Scrip ture has a view on sci en -
tif i cally rel e vant issues, like abor tion. In the UK, a big issue is
genet i cally mod i fied crops. For Chris tian rea sons or oth er wise, I 
think the cause is lost in Brit ain. Scrip ture prob a bly has some
things to say on such issues but it needs very care ful, very
respon si ble, exe ge sis to find it. One old hymn used to say, “God
has yet more light to show forth from His Word.” I’m sure the
Bible isn’t just a closed book that is fin ished. It still has much to
say to us as indi vid u als and as a com mu nity.

Audi ence: Is there scrip tural exe ge sis that is best left to theo lo -
gians, or should Chris tian sci en tists be involved with it?

Rus sell: I don’t think any thing is best left to theo lo gians,
except per haps in the ol ogy. Why make it an either/or? Why
can’t we sit down together? This is one of the things that I feel is 
so impor tant. Theo lo gians do their own thing and sci en tists do
their own thing. And we rarely actu ally inter act. I am involved
with the John Ray Initiative where we are try ing to do that by
get ting real theo log i cal input and yet real sci en tific input too.
It’s hard work. The lan guage is dif fer ent. The cul tures are dif -
fer ent—theo lo gians are much more polite! My point is don’t
make it either/or. Let’s have the two together. And then you may 
get some where, pro vided both accept the author ity of Scrip ture.

Audi ence: Some one had mis giv ings about this con fer ence
because we did n’t have theo lo gians here. It could be use ful to
have phi los o phers here with their own meth od ol ogy and dis -
course. Might there be other folks who could help frame the
ques tions that sci en tists have to frame? Do we get spe cial ized
help from other peo ple in addi tion to the theo lo gians?

Rus sell: Well, I think you have a point. For instance, one
obvi ously has to develop his tor i cal approaches. I do feel, pas -
sion ately believe, that the his tory of sci ence has an enor mous
amount of light to shed on con tem po rary prob lems. I went into
sci ence his tory because I thought it had rel e vance to the sci -
ence/reli gion debate. I did n’t know how it would work out, but
that’s one of the things that made me make the jump. His tory
has a great deal to tell us, so we could stop mak ing the mis takes
of the past. For exam ple, Gali leo was per se cuted because he
dared to say that the earth went around the sun rather than the
other way around! If the church had known that, they would not 
have applied all sorts of bogus cri te ria. They would not have
failed to see that Gali leo’s com ment about Scrip ture was right
and that it isn’t the truth of Scrip ture that is at stake; it is what
kind of truth it is. We may not be pro fes sional theo lo gians but
that should never pre vent us from think ing theo log i cally. It may 
mean much wider read ing and study, but every thing in life,
includ ing sci ence, will be enriched. P


