
How Does God Lead Us to Our 

Calling?
Fol low ing John Suppe is one of God’s lit tle
jokes for me. I was his stu dent long ago at
Prince ton when I was study ing geo log i cal
engi neer ing. At the time, he was on a spir i -
tual quest and I was, too. John is quite a
wiz ard of tec ton ics. When he looks at the
ground, he sees with x-ray vision every -
thing that is going on under neath. But
when I look at the ground, I just see the
ground. He used to take us on field trips to
really lovely, inter est ing places.  

I can remem ber going with his class to
Lake Cham plain where there’s a famous
fault—the Lake Cham plain Fault. We had
our backs to the beau ti ful lake with the sun
shin ing on it, and we were sup posed to be
inves ti gat ing this “gouge” and inter est ing
stuff in the fault. I just could n’t stand it. I’d
wan der away from the class, face the lake,
and think spir i tual thoughts about my
future call ing. I always felt a lit tle guilty
about my behav ior. 

John also took us to these cliff-like out -
crops. As he was lec tur ing on the detail in
the crys tal struc ture in the tec tonic joints of
selected out crops, I started climb ing the
out crop. I love rock climb ing. This day the
out crop was wet and mossy. I fell down.
My feet went right splat into a mud pud dle, 
and the mud went fly ing all over the pro -
fes sor! I’m sorry, John, for my behav ior. I
never did prop erly apol o gize. 

I’m going to pur sue three themes. The
first describes my par tic u lar con text; why I
see the need for pro fes sion ally devel oped,
sophis ti cated, and highly accom plished
Chris tian minds in the sci ences; and why
this is a vital, impor tant need cor re spond -
ing to a great oppor tu nity for engage ment
with our global cul ture. The sec ond theme
indulges in per sonal story and tells you

about my own call ing. I hope that my tes ti -
mony in rela tion to my call ing will illus trate 
a spir i tual point about the caregiving of
God. For the third theme, I want to switch
gears a lit tle bit and speak as a strat e gist
and talk about a vari ety of stra te gic oppor -
tu ni ties for future Chris tian lead er ship
within the sci ences. I want that to fol low the 
dis cus sion of call ing because I think call ing
is a great spir i tual mys tery, and ulti mately
where our careers go in the grace and prov -
i dence of God is a mys tery. How ever, that
should not keep us from stra te gic think ing
and stra te gic plan ning. 

The Need for Christians in Science
to Engage with our Global Culture
The con text of my work in the John
Templeton Foun da tion is mostly fo cused
on the aim of heal ing the deep and pain ful
breech be tween the cul tures of the great
faiths, in clud ing Chris tian ity but not ex clu -
sive to it, and the cul tures of the sci ences.
This in volves dem on strat ing not only a po -
ten tial for con so nance be tween a spir i tual
view of the world and the sci en tific view of
the world, but also, wher ever pos si ble, a
pos i tive or con struc tive dy namic in ter ac -
tion be tween the life of faith and com mit -
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ment and the life of sci ence. This is a tre -
men dous chal lenge in our mod ern west ern
world, and in creas ingly it will be so in
the whole world. A sci en tific world view is
seen by many in tel li gent peo ple as in com -
pat i ble with a faith com mit ment. This is a
se ri ous is sue that needs to be rem e died and
healed. Part of our Chris tian ser vice to the
king dom is to work on dem on strat ing that
this in com pat i bil ity is a car i ca ture and an
un nec es sary one. 

As an evan gel i cal, I have a hope to
recover the other side of the great two
books tra di tion. Evan gel i cals are very good
read ers of the “book of Scrip ture” and are
devoted to that tra di tion. How ever, I think
we are very poor read ers of the “book of
nature.” We miss that God is revealed
through the study of nature and that we can 
cel e brate God’s great ness, his maj esty, and
his care through our view of nature and
partly through mod ern sci en tific research.

My work en com passes a very broad
range of dif fer ent spe cific pro grams in clud -
ing cos mol ogy and meta phys ics on the one
hand, to spir i tu al ity and health care on the
other. My work largely is be ing a tal ent
scout. I’m con stantly look ing for tal ented
peo ple to be in volved in pro grams. This is a 
chal lenge! There is a pau city and dearth of
re ally good peo ple that have the right tal -
ent, the right train ing, the nu ance, the
so phis ti ca tion, the de sire, and the avail abil -
ity to en gage in these kinds of tasks. I am
very keen for the evan gel i cal com mu nity to
pro duce Chris tians in the world of sci ence
who can rise to this task and work cre -
atively at this in ter face—heal ing deep
wounds and breeches. 

The Need for Excellence in Science
There’s a need for excel lence in sci ence.
One can’t be a dip lo mat for faith in the
world of sci ence with the prob lem of igno -
rance or lack of sophis ti ca tion or dis tinc tion 
in the sci ences. There is a need for humil ity
to speak across these very deeply dis tinc -
tive bound aries, for an intel lec tual curi os -
ity, and for the sub tle abil ity to engage in a
con struc tive diplo macy at the high est lev els 
in the sci ences. 

I think that one of the most encour ag ing
move ments within evan gel i cal ism is the
move ment for redis cov er ing the “Chris tian

mind.” The “Chris tian mind” is a coun ter
to an unfor tu nate, anti-intel lec tual ten dency
that is com mon to Amer i can cul ture in gen -
eral. Evan gel i cal Chris tian ity is a pop u list
activ ity which unfor tu nately also car ries
aspects of anti-intel lec tu al ism. To speak as
Chris tians in the acad emy, we have to over -
come this per cep tion. So that is a gen eral
chal lenge.

A more par tic u lar chal lenge is a coun ter
to what Mark Noll of Wheaton Col lege has
described as the “catas tro phe of fun da men -
tal ism.” In his book, The Scan dal of the
Evan gel i cal Mind, Noll writes a very good
chap ter on the sci ences. The whole book,
how ever, is very impor tant because it paints
a his tor i cal pic ture in anal y sis of what he
calls the “catas tro phe of fun da men tal ism.”
The sense or rec og ni tion of the scan dal of
the evan gel i cal mind is well under stood by
the sec u lar crit ics and those who despise
the Chris tian faith. This is some thing Chris -
tians have to deal with—the scan dal of the
evan gel i cal mind and its strong per cep tion
in the acad emy. 

To be suc cess ful, the Chris tian mind
requires a spir i tual engage ment. It’s not just 
a mind of purely intel lec tual mat ter. It’s also
a spir i tual mind. It has to engage in cross-
dis ci plin ary devel op ment to form a rich
spir i tual, intel lec tual, and sci en tific per spec -
tive. That’s a chal lenge for any body. It’s a
very sig nif i cant chal lenge for train ing and
prep a ra tion. It takes time, effort, and dis ci -
pline. It does n’t come nat u rally. 

The Need for Broad Humane Learning
In the sci ences, there’s a ten dency to be ex -
tremely spe cial ized. There is no par tic u lar
re ward within the sci ences for broad hu -
mane learn ing. But to de velop a Chris tian
mind that is en gaged with the sci ences, I be -
lieve very firmly that we need this broad
hu mane learn ing. We need to know and en -
gage with the in tel lec tual trends of our day. 
We need to read the jour nals of opin ion that 
cir cu late the in tel lec tual de bates. We need
to have a sub tle un der stand ing of hu mane
learn ing across the dis ci plines that has the
char ac ter of ex cel lence. We need to dem on -
strate the ef fec tive ness of the Chris tian mind 
for en gag ing dif fi cult and stra te gi cally vi tal
ar eas in the acad emy. So the Chris tian mind 
is an in tel lec tual mind, a spir i tual mind,
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and an en er getic and stra te gi cally-fo cused
mind as well.

There’s a dy na mism—a huge en ergy
that’s char ac ter is tic of the great est lead ers
of Chris tian ity (you see it in the Apos tle
Paul). Sir Wil liam Grenfell was a fa mous
med i cal doc tor mis sion ary in Lab ra dor who
wrote thirty-four books over his life time.
He was a hugely en er getic and dy namic
Chris tian who de scribed the Chris tian
mind this way: “What Christ de mands is a
rea son able faith as he de mands the ser vice
of our rea son. We can not drift to heaven
like dead fish down a stream.” The task of
the Chris tian mind is one of huge en ergy.

Hearing God’s Call
On the issue of call ing and gifts, I’m
 certainly not an expert on the the ol ogy of
call ing nor do I want to sug gest that I have
any thing par tic u larly pro found to say. But
I rec om mend a very impor tant book enti -
tled The Call by Os Guiness. It gives a very
thought ful approach to the extremely seri -
ous issue of call ing. Wil liam Tem ple, the
great Arch bishop of Can ter bury, once
wrote that to make the choice of career or
pro fes sion on self ish grounds with out a
true sense of call ing is “… prob a bly the
great est sin gle sin any young per son can
com mit. For it is the delib er ate with drawal
from alle giance to God of the great est part
of time and strength.” The great est part of
the ser vice that we can give to Christ is in
our pro fes sion—what we do with our time
and energy.

Theologically we have a tra di tion that
our God is a God who calls. He called Noah.
He called Abra ham. He called Isaac and
Jacob. He called the proph ets. He called
King David. He called John the Bap tist, and
he called all of human ity to him self in the
per sonal call through his Son Jesus. And he
called Mary to be the great ves sel of his
great sal va tion. He called the dis ci ples and
apos tles indi vid u ally. And so he calls each
by name, even you and me. So call ing car -
ries a great mys tery because it’s per sonal.
The great God of the cos mos, the Cre ator of
the uni verse through the Incar na tion per -
son ally meets us, and then our call ing
through the Spirit comes to each one of us. 

Call ing ful fills our fun da men tal rest less -
ness. As Augus tine said in his famous say -

ing, “God made us for Him self, and we’ll be 
rest less until we find our selves in Him.” It’s 
vital that we find what God plans for us by
his grace. We need to pur sue it, to dis cover
it, and to open our selves to it. I think call ing 
in many ways is part of a dance, a dance of
free dom, a dance of devel op ment. I per son -
ally don’t believe in onto log i cal deter min -
ism—that the future is deter mined. I think
that the dance of God’s grace is a dance of
free dom, that God works with changes and
with faults that we make, that God works
with new sce nar ios. In many ways, our
will, our prayers, and our aspi ra tions are
places where God meets us and com mu ni -
cates with us. What we ask for, what we
pray for, what we aspire for ear nestly, God
can ful fill, and in the ful fill ing he meets us
per son ally. Through our call ing, God can
give us a mys te ri ous wis dom and faith ful -
ness. Our neces sity is not to balk or despair
or give up in pur su ing call ing. 

Paul Brand is a Chris tian writer who
wrote a book with Philip Yancey called
Fear fully and Won der fully Made. You can
read a nice biog ra phy of Brand’s life by
Dor o thy Clark Wil son called Ten Fin gers for
God. He was raised by par ents who were
mis sion ar ies in India, and he wanted to give
his life to being a med i cal doc tor in India. In 
fact, later in life he became quite a dis tin -
guished med i cal doc tor at Vellore Chris tian 
Med i cal Col lege in South India. He devel -
oped some extremely sim ple but impor tant
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treat ments for lep ers that helped them to
use their fin gers and toes and their eye -
sight. The rea son that he was so suc cess ful
in pio neer ing lep rosy work was because of
a frus tra tion that God gave to him in what
he per ceived to be his call ing. He had
wanted to train as a med i cal doc tor. Every
direc tion to get into med i cal school for him
was blocked, super nat u rally blocked. As he 
kept aspir ing to go to med i cal school, he
had to work as an ordi nary laborer, a brick -
layer, and a car pen ter in Lon don. Finally he 
got into med i cal school and ended up going 
to India. 

It turned out that the skills he had
learned as a com mon laborer were pre cisely 
what he needed as a med i cal sci en tist to fig -
ure out the prob lem with peo ple who had
lep rosy. Most research ers had been work -
ing on the treat ment of the skin, on phar ma -
co log i cal treat ments. But he real ized that
the loss of the pain response allowed peo -
ple to hurt them selves. If you have a blis ter
on your foot, you’ll limp care fully to relieve 
your pain. But if you don’t have pain, you
won’t limp because you don’t know it’s
hurt. Or if you’re in the kitchen and you put 
your hand on a hot sur face, your hand will
burn because the pain response does n’t
work to stim u late you to remove your hand.
Brand devel oped a whole vari ety of pro -
phy lac tic tools to go on the hands, fin gers,
legs, and feet of peo ple with lep rosy to
avoid the degen er a tions related to the loss
of a pain response. All of his abil ity to do
that was based on his expe ri ence as a work -
man. God gave him a deep and pro foundly
frus trat ing sit u a tion in his call ing. It
seemed that God was block ing his call ing,
but pre cisely through that pain ful expe ri -
ence, God was pre par ing his call ing. I think
that’s impor tant. 

The Christian Culture in which 
I Was Raised
My story par al lels that of Dr. Brand. I grew
up in a sub urb north of Chi cago. My
mother was saved in the early 1960s in the
Billy Gra ham move ment. When I was five
years old, we started at tend ing a Bi ble
Church, which I think is still in ex is tence.
A now fa mous fun da men tal ist leader in
Amer ica was our youth pas tor and used to

give evan ge lis tic chalk talks in my back -
yard to which my par ents would in vite
their friends. This places me cul tur ally
within the spec trum of evan gel i cal ism. But
it gets more in ter est ing. My par ents be came 
deeply en gaged in rad i cal fun da men tal ism
of an ex treme right wing va ri ety. I went
to their school and church. Growing up,
I thought that that’s what Chris tian ity
was all about—a rather ex treme form of
Chris tian ity. 

I’ll give you one ex am ple. I have a sis ter
Pais ley named af ter the Rev. Dr. Ian Pais ley 
of north ern Ire land, who was con sid ered by 
our church to be a no ble and pro found
Chris tian leader. That was the model—to
be like the Rev. Ian Pais ley—to scream and
yell and give death threats to your en e mies
in an inter-re li gious war such as in north ern 
Ire land. Our church was in volved in ex treme
tax dis sent. Some peo ple went to prison.
There was even se ri ous dis cus sion of po lit i -
cal as sas si na tion. There was survivalist ac -
tiv ity in base ments. There was en gage ment
with the Theonomy move ment—a very ex -
treme form of Chris tian Amer i can ism. You
name it. I saw it. 

In sci ence, this form of Chris tian ity
 supported Dwayne Gish and the Cre ation
Research Soci ety. As a young boy, I was
taken to Moody Bible Insti tute and
instructed in the teach ing of the so-called
cre ation sci ence. I met Gish, and my mother 
made sure that I read the creationist lit er a -
ture very care fully. In pol i tics it was Carl
Mac In tyre blar ing on the radio. In edu ca -
tion the par a digm was Bob Jones Uni ver -
sity. When I went to Prince ton, my mother
wept. That is the con text of my youth. As
you might imag ine, this led to some con fu -
sion when I entered the gates of sophis ti -
cated aca deme and tried to begin to think
Chris tianly.

I don’t want to be snide. I am deeply
grate ful for the gift of the Gos pel and
the deep im pres sion of its eter nal and all-
en com pass ing se ri ous ness. Fun da men tal ists 
are se ri ous Chris tians and that’s a vir tue.
I’m also deeply grate ful for a sense of mil i -
tancy with re spect to the ebb and flow of
the sec u lar Zeit geist. One as pect of be ing
a fun da men tal ist that I think is very im -
por tant is pre cisely this mil i tancy. Fun da -
men tal ists free them selves from slav ish
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conformism to con form to the world. And de spite its
flaws, that mil i tancy and se ri ous ness of dis po si tion can be 
very pre cious and im por tant for a Chris tian.

My Calling
But for me a very seri ous trans for ma tion was in order if
I was to learn to think Chris tianly. I was led into con sid er -
able tur moil spir i tu ally and intel lec tu ally. For tu nately
when I was an under grad u ate at Prince ton, a won der ful
Scots theo lo gian, Ear nest Gordon, from the great Prince -
ton evan gel i cal Pres by te rian tra di tion, intro duced me to
Chris tian human ism, par tic u larly through the Rus sian
Chris tian writ ers, like Dostoyevski, Tolstoy, Berdyaev,
and sev eral oth ers. God also assisted me in direct ways
dur ing this tumul tu ous time of my life. I remem ber fall ing 
away from faith and enter ing an east ern spir i tual quest—
a Zen Bud dhist quest. It led to a very impor tant despair in 
my life that God answered with a vision of the cross and
a heal ing, not a seri ous amaz ing heal ing such as from a
bro ken leg or some thing like that, but a real one and a
pro found trans for ma tion of grace that changed my life in
a big way. It set me on a dif fer ent course. In that expe ri -
ence, just a year after tak ing John’s course in col lege, I
prom ised to fol low God and put Jesus and his Lord ship
first wher ever that might lead.

I was led into considerable turmoil
spiritually and intellectually.

The first test for me in this mys ti cal ex plo ra tion of call ing
had to do with pru dence and money. I had fol lowed my
fa ther’s ad vice to be come a geo log i cal en gi neer be cause
there was good money in it. He thought that if I went to a
good col lege and if I took a rea son able, prac ti cal de gree in
en gi neer ing and ge ol ogy, then the com bi na tion of pru -
dence and money would lead to a ful filled life. That’s a
pretty or di nary, rea son able, and sen si ble per spec tive for a 
par ent to have. 

When I grad u ated, I had a great job offer equiv a lent to
vast sums of money in today’s dol lars. In fact, it’s taken
me decades to come close to it. But God pro vided a
strange thing. There was a cri sis in Cam bo dia that
brought many ref u gees across the Thai bor der. An enter -
pris ing fresh man at Prince ton went to New York, talked
to the Inter na tional Res cue Com mit tee, and per suaded
them to take about forty under grad u ates over for a sum -
mer to work in the ref u gee camps. As soon as we were
dumped in Thai land, the news pa pers announced reports
that the Viet nam ese army was march ing on Bang kok and
that Thai land was about to fall. All of the par ents went
into total scream ing alarm. Now this is an orga ni za tion
try ing to deal with ref u gees and orphans—not lit tle,

spoiled brats whose par ents are con cerned about their
prob lems. But any way, what God gave me as a vol un teer
in this sit u a tion of pro found human mis ery and need is a
real expe ri ence of the good ness of grace, the good ness of a 
dif fer ent kind of life, the good ness of work ing in a kind of
Chris tian ser vice in a con text which was n’t nor mal, which 
was n’t pru dent, which was n’t pur su ing money, which
was just very, very dif fer ent. For a young per son in that
kind of expe ri ence, I just tasted the good ness of the Gos -
pel. That was very trans form ing for me; that gave me a
taste that I never will for get. I needed that taste for a long
time for the more dif fi cult chal lenges in pur su ing my
call ing. 

God Blocked My Way
The inter est ing thing is that I wanted to stay there work -
ing in disas ter and ref u gee affairs and work ing in these
emer gen cies. But God blocked me like he blocked Paul
Brand and made me return to the United States for a pre -
vi ous com mit ment I had made to a Chris tian min is try in
the National Parks. I don’t know if this min is try still
exists, but it used to exist for sem i nary stu dents. If you
were a sem i nary stu dent, you would go to a place like
Yosem ite for the sum mer, and you’d be respon si ble with
a team of peo ple for lead ing wor ship ser vices. There was
one in the win ter time at a place called Tim ber line Lodge
in Ore gon. And because of Dean Gordon, a great Pres by -
te rian theo lo gian, I was given this respon si bil ity. He said,
“You go and do this” even though I was n’t in sem i nary.
So I ended up with this awful respon si bil ity of lead ing
wor ship ser vices. 

Trained as a fun da men tal ist, I thought that lead ing a
wor ship ser vice meant that you stand up in front of peo -
ple and yell at them for 45 min utes, sing a hymn, and then 
you go home. I really did. I mean, the yell ing was sup -
posed to be good yell ing, but it was basi cally yell ing, so I
had to fig ure out how to yell good. I did n’t know what to
do so I just started read ing the New Tes ta ment to under -
stand what they were yell ing about because they were
always yell ing about the Bible and pound ing it on the
table in my church tra di tion. I’d start at seven o’clock in
the morn ing and fin ish at mid night. I read the whole New 
Tes ta ment through weekly because it was sort of an emer -
gency sit u a tion for me. This led to a very deep con fu sion. 

I did n’t know quite what a call ing was like. Was it irra -
tio nal? Was it map ping this expe ri ence that I had now,
or was it more like intel lec tual sophis ti ca tion that I had
 experienced in col lege with the cul ture of Prince ton Uni -
ver sity? Was it an accom mo da tion to the intel lec tual rules 
and the doubts of that cul ture? Was it sophis ti cated
accom mo da tion to a kind of lib eral spir i tu al ity that really
did n’t take things seri ously but mapped the cul tural
forms in a more cul tur ally sophis ti cated way? I was on the 
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pro ver bial horns of the dilemma so I
prayed fer vently that God would pro vide
some clar ity and wis dom and some means
of prog ress. 

God Provides Direction
There was a book store in Port land, Ore gon,
where I often went and bought boxes of
books. I dis cov ered this funny writer called
C. S. Lewis which, of course, was an answer 
to prayer. I started read ing his books and
I thought, “You know, there are some
answers here.” I had known about C. S.
Lewis before—maybe some body had writ -
ten to me sug gest ing that I read his books.
I read all of his essays, which was very
help ful.

God’s other pro vi sion of grace was
through InterVarsity. Another Chris tian
coun selor of mine said, “You know, you
should really go to this thing called the
Urbana Con ven tion.” 

I said, “Urbana Con ven tion, what’s
that?” 

He said, “Well, there’s this group called
InterVarsity and they do this great con ven -
tion, it’s a real good thing and you should
go.” 

That con fer ence totally changed my life,
one hun dred per cent. While there I picked
up a lit tle bro chure that described John
Stott’s Lon don Insti tute for Con tem po rary
Chris tian ity which had a theme on how to
develop a Chris tian mind. I read that bro -
chure and thought, “That’s for me.” 

But my yearn ing through all of that time
was to find a way to return to places like
Thai land or Soma lia or some other disas ter
relief area and to work in a direct Chris tian
min is try, not to engage so much with the
intel lec tual life, but to work for an orga ni -
za tion like World Vision. I applied to them,
and they said, “Thanks very much, but we
don’t need your ser vices.” 

So I thought, “Hmm. How can I work
this one out?” Well, they needed tech ni cally 
skilled peo ple. I had been learn ing about
Oxford Uni ver sity because I had been read -
ing C. S. Lewis and I thought it sounded
like an inter est ing place. I dis cov ered that
they offered a one year mas ters course in
hydrol ogy. I thought this would be super.
I’d study hydrol ogy for a year, I’d have the
skills I’d need, and World Vision would

take me back into the field. I also took lan -
guage courses, first aide, EMT courses, and
other things to do with emer gency logis tics, 
and I learned to fly an air plane. I wanted
to make sure that World Vision would take
me. I was pur su ing my call ing, or so I
thought. But that very pur su ing of what
I thought was my call ing is what God even -
tu ally used, though first he blocked my
way and had me do other things. Oxford
Uni ver sity wrote and said: “We’ve can -
celed this course in hydrol ogy. But we
 actually like your under grad u ate the sis
on planetary-scale tec tonic pro cesses using
iso topes.” 

My the sis ini tially had to do with strug -
gling over fun da men tal ist is sues con cerned 
with the age of the earth. I wanted to fig ure
out once and for all the ques tion about the
age of the earth. Was Dwayne Gish right
or wrong? So I said, “Fine, I’ll study iso -
topes and I’ll use my the sis as a way to
work through this prob lem.” I got into all
sorts of in ter est ing things that had to do
with iso topes, and I quickly learned that
the meth ods were re li able. Actually you
can date the earth as a planet, and you
can date rocks in five or ten dif fer ent ways.
It’s pretty clear and straight for ward. So I
an swered the ques tion posed by the fun da -
men tal ist ex pe ri ence.

God used that answer to pre pare me for
my pro fes sion. In fact, the main thinker I
worked with to do my under grad u ate the -
sis was the same guy I ended up doing
research with at Har vard for five years.
Amaz ing! In any case, I was invited by
Oxford to come in and do highly the o ret i cal 
the sis work in plan e tary sci ences. They even
got me a nice schol ar ship. But I thought of
it as an abso lute catas tro phe. I was incred i -
bly unhappy. After work ing in a place like
Thai land on the Cam bo dian bor der, I did n’t 
want to go and sit in the library for five
years. But I did feel that this was a sort of
strange mys tery—a strange thing that God
was work ing out. He kept block ing all other 
options. It was amaz ing. It was grace
because God could have opened other
options. How ever, I don’t think I would
have fol lowed my call ing with out God
block ing other options. 

It was a four teen-year odys sey of tre -
men dous, ago niz ing pain. Post docs and
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sci en tists know exactly what I mean. You do a Ph.D. and
then you do a Post Doc. Then you work for grants and
then you work in insti tutes. You’re part of that rat race.
You work in places where at three o’clock in the morn ing
half the cars are still in the park ing lot. Right? When
you’re part of that rat race, with the tough stan dards of
peer review and the often uneth i cal behav ior in the pro -
cess of the adju di ca tion of grant pro pos als and you are
liv ing grant to grant—when you do all that stuff as a
Chris tian, it’s tough. It is seri ously demand ing of your
time. It’s all-absorb ing. It’s very easy to accom mo date, to
make com pro mises of those things that have to do with
spir i tual nur ture and cul ti va tion of your spir i tual life, just
to get along, to make that next grant, and then the next
grant, and then another one. It’s just very, very dif fi cult,
very chal leng ing. God has to see us through this if we’re
to become seri ous research sci en tists.

That very pursuing of what I
thought was my calling is what
God eventually used, though first
he blocked my way and had me do
other things.

We’ve be come pro fes sion als. We’re part of that cul ture
and we know it. We be come pos si ble in ter loc u tors be -
tween the king dom, the evan gel i cal world, and the world
of sci ences. But it’s tough to get there. It’s pain ful. For me
it was in cred i bly pain ful. It in volved work ing typ i cally
from 8 a.m. un til 2 a.m., six or seven days a week for a de -
cade. And it just kept get ting worse and not better. I went
from the chal lenge of writ ing a the sis to an other chal lenge 
of writ ing a re search pa per, and then got into writ ing for
highly com pet i tive grants. Many of you know this. Many
of you are right in the mid dle of it right now. 

For me, it led to very seri ous despair. I thought that it
was a total waste at the end. I thought that I had made a
mis take in my call ing, that I had been stub born and fool -
ish and stu pid, and that God had just decided to let it
crash for me. I had worked at NASA for some years and I
worked at Har vard for five years, and my wife and I were
start ing to have kids. You know that on aca demic sal a ries, 
it becomes very dif fi cult. Grants can get sketchy for times. 
You can get involved in pro jects and then it can become
con tro ver sial. You’re try ing to get a grant and you may go 
for two, four, or six months with out a grant. As you hus tle 
to pro pose another pro gram, you also have the angst, the
risk, the worry about mak ing your mort gage bill, stay ing
in the pro fes sion, get ting a job. You apply for jobs all over
the place, and you paste up rejec tions all over the wall. 

So I started to hedge my bets. I thought, well, you
know there’s a great other world out there in busi ness. I’ll
take some busi ness courses at the night school at Har vard
and I’ll see if I can make it maybe as a busi ness con sul tant. 
I really liked busi ness train ing, and I’m deeply grate ful. In 
fact, God taught me a lot from study ing busi ness. It’s
incred i bly help ful to me in my cur rent posi tion. But that
led to more tor ment because I kept apply ing for these con -
sult ing jobs which I would almost get, and then get a
let ter say ing, “We wish you well, but we don’t think the
fit is right.” But God was pre par ing me for the next step.
God pro vided the per fect call ing for me.

My Current Calling
I don’t know if it will be my final call ing, but my cur rent
call ing is work ing in reli gion and sci ence. God took this
var ied prep a ra tion with all of the frus tra tions and used
it just per fectly. I work in cross dis ci plin ary work. I used
to have to work for months and months pound ing my
head in areas that I knew noth ing about such as astro -
phys ics, cos mol ogy, or fun da men tal phys ics. My train ing
was in plan e tary mate rial sci ence. I learned to jump from
field to field and access fields very quickly. And that’s
what I have to do now. I have to do it con stantly. It was
extremely pain ful when I learned to do that. But now
I have to access things in biol ogy and health care and
in fundamental phys ics and astron omy—things in which
I have no train ing. But I feel very com fort able run ning
around and get ting the gist of what’s going on in a field as 
I tal ent scout for the top peo ple. So, one of the most frus -
trat ing aspects of sci ence for me was actu ally a bless ing of
train ing that the Lord pro vided. 

My busi ness train ing, which was an emer gency para -
chute for a career that I thought was going down the tubes 
very badly in terms of risk for my fam ily, turned out to be
abso lutely what I needed to ful fill my call ing in work ing
in an admin is tra tive role devel op ing aca demic pro grams.
There’s an impor tant aspect to being an entre pre neur and
to know the stan dards of cost effec tive ness, man age ment,
orga ni za tional dynam ics, account ing, law—all the things
for which I had no prep a ra tion. But it was God’s grace in
tak ing what seemed to be a disas ter and using it as his
prep a ra tion for my call ing.

That’s been a long, shaggy dog story about my life, but
it’s a tes ti mony to say that God works with peo ple in pro -
foundly mys te ri ous ways to work out a per son’s call ing.
Often it seems dev as tat ing or pain ful, or it seems as
though it’s a waste. But God has this mys tery of grace to
work our call ing through what we can not see. Often the
most pain ful block ages in our careers are pre cisely God’s
train ing for the uti li za tion of his grace in other con texts,
con texts that we do not see.

So what are the spir i tual les sons from this and many
other sim i lar ex pe ri ences that Chris tians have had? One, I
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think, is leav ing fa ther and mother and
fol low ing Christ. This is one of the pain ful
les sons of the Gos pel. It’s not that we don’t
love our fa ther and our mother, but our
par ents rep re sent that pru dence, that good
sense, that “normalness” that the king dom
of God just does n’t live with. So we have to
leave that pru dent world be hind. 

Liv ing life for the king dom is a wild and
crazy ad ven ture. Look at the life of the apos -
tle Paul, or all the apos tles and the early
mis sion ar ies of the Church. It’s a wild and
crazy ad ven ture. It’s not a nor mal pru dent,
solid life. It’s a dif fer ent life. And it does n’t
con form too eas ily to what peo ple ex pect us 
to do if we’re re spon si ble, thought ful, good
cit i zens. To some de gree, it in volves a cer -
tain fre netic fa nat i cism—be ing a lu na tic. (In 
fact, the most fa mous lab in my field—at
Cal Tech—was called the “Lu na tic Asy lum”!)

God can not steer a parked car. If we’re
vig or ous in pur su ing the king dom, then
God can use these block ages, these oppor -
tu ni ties, these expe ri ences. But fol low ing
vig or ously is vital. So Chris tian call ing is a
mys tery. And the choice of a research direc -
tion to some degree must include this
aspect of spir i tual mys tery. We can’t fig ure
it out, plan it in advance, write it down,
ana lyze it. It is a spir i tual mys tery, and God
works in dif fer ent peo ple in dif fer ent ways.

The Need for Strategic Thinking
Now I want to switch to this issue of stra -
tegic think ing. We have to use stra te gic
pru dent think ing. But the spir i tual mys tery
is the deeper thing. Charles Malek wrote on 
the sub ject of engage ment with the mod ern
uni ver sity. He pub lished a book with
InterVarsity called A Chris tian Cri tique of the 
Uni ver sity. He has some com ments on the
prob lem of the fail ure of creationism. The
creationism move ment has not pro duced
great dis tin guished sci en tists who would
be most per sua sive in our cul ture—peo ple
of the Nobel level, and oth ers approach ing
that. The task, as he put it, of the Gos pel, the 
Chris tian life, and the Chris tian mind in the
acad emy is to pro duce sci en tists of great
dis tinc tion who can dem on strate the rel e -
vance of a the is tic point of view. Now I do
not think that what the Chris tian move -
ment needs to do is to cre ate cad res of

dis tin guished par ti sans pur su ing hugely
con tro ver sial agen das as in the great con -
flict of Dar win ism, as if the task of the
Chris tian intel lec tual is to kill Dar win. I
think this is a deep and pro found mis take.
Rather, I think that our task is a more dif fi -
cult one, and that’s to develop cad res of
great and dis tin guished highly accom -
plished sci en tists who have the respect of
their col leagues on the basis of their sci en -
tific dis tinc tion and can speak from that
author ity, and can speak from that dis tinc -
tion. I think if we encour age young peo ple
to leap into bat tle, as it were to kill philo -
soph i cal drag ons within the sci ences, we
dis grace the cause of the Gos pel. I think this 
is impor tant and should be faced straight -
for wardly because it’s a big issue within the 
evan gel i cal world.

What are some of the dis tinc tive oppor -
tu ni ties that we might look at stra te gi cally
for engage ment as Chris tians in the sci -
ences? One I think is obvi ous from look ing
at the state of the world. There’s a sta tis tic
which is quite shock ing. Half of the pop u la -
tion of today’s world, three bil lion peo ple,
live on less than $2.00 a day! There’s tre -
men dous need out there. The power of
sci ence, of tech nol ogy, and the enter prise
that it under girds, the prog ress of civ i li za -
tion in terms of wealth-cre at ing tech niques
and devices and ways of orga niz ing life has 
brought wealth to some parts of the world,
but has left mas sive parts of the world
behind. Because the con cern for the poor
and oth ers—that agape (dem on stra tive love)
vision—is cen tral to our Chris tian mis sion.
I think it’s unavoid able that we should
think about our call ing as sci en tists. We are
peo ple involved in the under gird ing of the
cre ation of wealth. We should be point ing
some of our activ ity and some of our call -
ing, our com mit ment, toward chang ing this 
cir cum stance. That would be a dis tinc tive
Chris tian con tri bu tion. I think that some of
our dis tinc tive ness could focus on very
grave cri ses. I was deeply moti vated in Jan -
u ary 1999 by the cover of Newsweek and an
Op Ed by George Will. Due to the AIDS epi -
demic in Africa, it’s pro jected, by the year
2010, that there will be between ten and
pos si bly forty mil lion orphans in Africa!
This is a huge cri sis. And I think it’s dis tinc -
tively part of the Chris tian vision, the
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Wilber forcean vision of evan gel i cal ism, to think about
address ing some of these great issues.

Sci ence and tech nol ogy can be an impor tant part of
this because edu ca tion is part of the core of what we do as
sci en tists and tech nol o gists. We’re involved in edu ca tion.
When a soci ety pros pers, when it cre ates wealth, it has
behind it depth of edu ca tion. And so our com mit ment to
edu ca tion is very impor tant. There are other great heroes
in our world, for exam ple, Nor man Borlaug, who won the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 1970 for his work on the Green Rev o -
lu tion. There are amaz ing things that can be done through 
sci ence and tech nol ogy in these areas that directly inter -
face with great human suf fer ing. A 1997 arti cle in The
Atlan tic Monthly about Borlaug claims that his work prob -
a bly saved the lives of sev eral hun dred mil lion peo ple. 

A ded i cated Chris tian sci en tist can go into fields that
have the kind of impact that address huge human prob -
lems and save hun dreds of mil lions of lives. We can do
that today, not the same as Borlaug’s Green rev o lu tion,
but in other ways. There’s very impor tant work in par a si -
tol ogy, for exam ple. There aren’t vac ci na tions for some of
the dis eases that affect bil lions of peo ple around the
world. In the area of envi ron men tal ism, I think of the
Med i ter ra nean lit to ral where there has been severe defor -
es ta tion over thousands of years. How could we refor est
gigan tic tracks of the world and make such a challenge
eco nom i cally via ble, and sci en tif i cally work able? This
might be a task even for agri cul tural genetic engi neer ing.
Will Chris tians take on mas sive, world-chang ing pro jects
and use the power of sci ence and tech nol ogy in inno va -
tive ways to mas sively solve envi ron men tal prob lems?

Develop a “Faith of Fools” Attitude
Fred er ick T. Gates was an advi sor to John G. Rockefeller.
Gates was involved in gen er at ing what became
Rockefeller Uni ver sity through the phi lan thropy of
John D. Rockefeller. At that time, in the begin ning of
Rockefeller’s for mal phil an thropic activ ity, it was felt that
if you gave money for basic research, you were prob a bly
doing some thing a lit tle eth i cally tainted since there were
hos pi tals full of peo ple on iron lung machines and full
of desperately ill peo ple. It was thought that if you were
a philanthropist you needed to respond to that direct
human need. It did not seem right to put a lot of money
into lab o ra to ries and sci en tists and librar ies and basic
research. Why sup port “egg heads” when such immense
imme di ate needs were call ing out for atten tion?

Gates re sponded to this by say ing “we have the faith of 
fools.” He be lieved that ba sic re search over a long pe riod
of time would fun da men tally change the na ture of the
world. And he was right. We be lieve that now. We know
that med i cal re search changes the world pro foundly. No -
body knew that in the day and age of po lio when Gates

com mended mas sive long-term in vest ments in ba sic sci -
en tific and med i cal re search. But who of us is wor ried
about po lio now? It’s not part of our world. But a gen er a -
tion be fore mine, po lio killed chil dren quite com monly.
Ev ery per son knew some body that died of po lio and they
knew peo ple who were crip pled by the dis ease. The de -
vel op ment of vac cines against po lio was pro foundly trans -
formative. The idea of deep med i cal re search that trans -
formed the world was an im por tant as pect of “the faith of
fools.” The “faith of fools” is the idea that the fu ture can
and should be pro foundly dif fer ent through the fruits of
re search. I think Chris tians have to think this way. We
have to lis ten to the wis dom of Fred er ick T. Gates and
think out side of our usual box. We have to re search and
in vent ways that pro foundly trans form the world. This is
part of our chal lenge of the “Chris tian mind.”

We need a cadre of subtle
interlocutors … who can speak
profoundly [as scientists] from
a religious tradition.

It is our respon si bil ity and task to think through these
things. It could be via research in for give ness and rec on -
cil i a tion, under stand ing con flict res o lu tion, or chang ing
the world through mak ing for give ness a nor mal part of
life for every one. It may be some thing to do with bio-
 technology or nano-tech nol ogy or the humane aspects of
med i cine. It may be by research ing agape behav ior. To
have this “faith of fools” about what sci en tific research
could do to trans form the world is part of our task.

We also need a cadre of sub tle inter loc u tors. We need
more inter loc u tors in the sci ences and in many other
areas, who can speak pro foundly from a reli gious tra di -
tion. In our case, we need peo ple from the evan gel i cal tra -
di tion who can speak pro foundly as sci en tists. My dream
is that this kind of activ ity would con nect with Chris tians
like you com ing out of places like MIT to bring great ideas 
that will trans form the world in ben e fi cial ways but may
not nec es sar ily be prof it able. What can we do? What can
come out of our work? We need a new gen er a tion of peo -
ple deeply devoted and inno va tive in the sci ences, and
deeply devoted and engaged in spir i tual life. What can
peo ple like that do work ing with Chris tian orga ni za tions,
with Chris tian capitali zers, to trans form the sit u a tion of
ten- mil lion AIDS orphans in Africa; or to com bat defor es -
ta tion prob lems in Haiti? What could we do in a pro -
foundly trans formative way to change our world with the 
kind of dyna mism that you see in the eco nomic  sector?
Could we ever have that kind of dyna mism between the
life of faith and the Chris tian mind and the sci ences and
tech nol ogy? P
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