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Introduction 

PETER ØHRSTRØM 

This book deals with the relations between rationality and religious faith. In 
particular, it takes into consideration various perspectives on the idea of an 
intellectual approach to the Christian faith. 

Some of the key questions in this book will be: Are some world views more 
rational than others? Is it rational to believe in a transcendent dimension of 
reality? Is being a theist more rational than being an atheist? Are there limits 
to what questions we can hope to answer by rational and scientific reasoning 
and investigation? What role can rationality play in the study of time and 
reality? How can we settle questions about transcendence and metaphysics? 

It is sometimes claimed that rationality and logic are more or less opposed to 
the very ideas of metaphysics and transcendence. This is, however, not at all 
the case. On the contrary, notions such as validity and truth very easily give 
rise to ideas of the transcendent and supernatural. As an illustration of this 
point we can mention the Aristotelian view. 

It is common to consider Aristotle to be the founding father of Western logic, 
although elements of logic can certainly be pointed out in pre-Socratic 
thought and in the writings of Plato. 

One of the basic concepts in Aristotle's thinking on logic was the syllogism. 
Aristotle's problem was the following: Which of the many possible 
syllogisms are valid and which are not? Aristotle provided very clear 
answers to this question. In fact, it is most interesting that it is possible in any 
group of people to reach a very high degree of agreement on the question of 
validity of syllogisms. For instance, everybody will agree that the syllogism: 
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some S are M 
all M are P 
ergo: some S are P 

is valid whereas the structure e.g. 

some S are M 
some M are P 
ergo: some S are P 

is certainly not a valid syllogism. But what is the origin of this agreement? 
The same fundamental question could be asked with respect to many other 
kinds of logical reasoning. Aristotle himself formulated the question in a 
very precise way: 

And the starting-point of reason is not reason, but something 
superior to reason. What then could be superior even to knowledge 
and to intellect, except God? [Eudemian Ethics VIII. II, 22] 

Aristotle obviously considered the origin of logic to be transcendent. 
Although he did not present any detailed exposition of the nature of logic, he 
was obviously aware of the fact that the question of validity of logical 
arguments is related to the problem of the semantic structures of natural 
language. His interest in language and semantics becomes evident when one 
considers his famous ten categories, which can be used in order to explain 
the meaning of a sentence. The categories can be viewed as basic 
components of meaning. 

Thus following the Aristotelian line of thinking it seems that logic and 
rationality is given to humans, and that the validity of logic and rationality 
comes from something superior. A similar thought can be found in the 
writings of the great Polish logician Jan Lukasiewicz (1878-1956), who 
beautifully formulated his view in the following way: 

Now, whenever I work even on the least significant logistic 
problem, for instance, when I search for the shortest axiom of the 
implicational propositional calculus I always have the impression 
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that I am facing a powerful, most coherent and most resistant 
structure. I sense that structure as if it were a concrete, tangible 
object, made of the hardest metal, a hundred times stronger than 
steel and concrete. I cannot change anything in it; I do not create 
anything of my own will, but by strenuous work I discover in it 
ever new details and arrive at unshakable and eternal truths. Where 
is and what is that ideal structure? A believer would say that it is in 
God and is His thought. [Jan Lukasiewicz: Selected Works, 1970, 
p.249] 

In this way the very study of logic, understanding and communication can 
provide useful insights indicating that it seems it is rather reasonable to 
assume the existence of a supernatural or transcendent reality. 

Something similar can be said about natural science as such. The very fact 
that we may gain reliable and meaningful information about reality from our 
senses and our reason suggests that this possibility is given to human beings 
by the Creator of everything. As Steinar Thorvaldsen argues in his paper in 
this volume, this is at least the way in which the pioneers of natural science 
understood their work. One may say that this is how they understood why 
understanding is possible at all. 

It appears that the notion of creation is crucial. The world has become 
meaningful and understandable by creation. If this is so, we have every 
reason to look into the content of this notion. In this volume, Nicolai 
Winther-Nielsen offers a careful study of the Biblical creation story. He 
suggests that this text is relevant in a modern context, pointing out that it 
clearly contains important statements about time, reality, and transcendence. 
In reflecting upon what it would mean to understand such crucial features 
and what it means for the world to be meaningful, the very notions of verbal 
explanation and human language become important. Nicolai Winther-Nielsen 
points out that the Creator of the universe according to the text illuminates 
his own being as a speaking and acting God who crowns his work by 
creating man, whom he endows with the capacity of speech. 
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In his paper, Mogens Wegener analyses the notion of creation from a 
perspective slightly different from that of Nicolai Winther-Nielsen. Mogens 
Wegener points out that the divine creation should not be conceived of as an 
act in the past. He suggests that God's act of creation may also be interpreted 
in accordance with the contingency of the present as the preservation of nunc 
stans, a standing Now, in the midst of the river of time. Understood in this 
way, the fact that a Now is standing is a sign of divine creation. 

William Lane Craig in his paper On the Mind-dependence of Temporal 
Becoming supports a similar conclusion, arguing that we should not dismiss 
the common experience of mankind with respect to temporality, but we 
should understand that it shows that the world in fact becomes, and that the 
Now is real. In his paper Relativity and the Elimination of Absolute Time, 
Craig argues that this conclusion can be maintained even if Einsteinian 
theories of relativity are accepted. He argues that in God's temporal 
experience, there is a moment, which is present in metaphysical time, wholly 
independently of physical clock times. He says: "God would know, without 
any dependence on clock synchronization procedures, or on any physical 
operations at all, which events were simultaneously present in metaphysical 
time - and He would know this simply in virtue of His knowing at every such 
moment the unique set of present-tense propositions true at that moment, 
without any need of a sensorium or any physical observation of the 
universe." 

In this way the Now as the common experience of mankind with respect to 
temporality may be seen as an indication of something superior, a condition 
in life given by the Creator. 

Taking transcendent reality for granted, the Christian intellectual has to face 
a number of challenges. Some of them have to do with ethics. Arguing from 
Christian belief, ethical truth is grounded in the will of God. But how can the 
Christian intellectual discuss ethical questions with other intellectuals who 
have different basic beliefs? In his paper in this volume, Søren Holm has 
tried to identify a number of different roles that a Christian ethics can assume 
in the modern secular world. 
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A similar challenge arises in relation to the notion of truth and relativism. In 
his paper, Per Hasle discusses among other things how a "rhetorical 
relativism" relates to ideas of fixity of meaning, absolute truth, and the idea 
of a privileged Mythos. He also analyses how Roman Rhetoric met with 
early Christianity, exemplified especially by the case of St. Jerome, what 
points of difference, respectively contact, exist between Christianity and 
Roman Rhetoric, and where this may leave us in an increasingly rhetorical 
culture. 

Being very much engaged in the intellectual debate in Norway about 
Christianity and materialism, Peder A. Tyvand has a very special 
background for characterising the crucial features of this kind of debate. In 
his paper, he maintains that in some cases, i.e. at some levels in the 
discussion, what matters is not arguments, whether good or bad, but rather 
power or brute force. He himself has borne the brunt of some of the latter in 
the Norwegian public debates. 

Peder Tyvand does not exclude the possibility of a rational debate about 
religious questions. On the contrary, he would be very much in favor of such 
a debate. In fact, there is every reason to believe that a rational debate about 
religious questions could be very useful and interesting. The final paper in 
this volume is a transcription of a debate which took place at Aalborg 
University on March 20, 1999, between William Lane Craig and Lennart 
Nørreklit. The theme of the debate was formulated in the following way: 'Is 
Being a Theist More Rational than Being an Atheist?' The debate is a nice 
illustration of the fact that a rational debate of religion and metaphysics is 
possible. It should also be noted that there is no clear winner of the debate. 
No final proof of God's existence or non-existence was given. Obviously all 
the arguments used in the debate had to be based on some premises. The 
question of which premises should be accepted and which ones should be 
rejected has to be left to the reader. 

Peter Øhrstrøm 
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Kepler, Galileo, Newton 
and the Constructive Ideas 

of Modern Science 

STEINAR THORVALDSEN 

Abstract 

Nowadays science and Christianity are mainly seen as 
two completely separate contributions to our daily life 
and culture. In this paper I intend to argue that 
historically and conceptually, science and Christianity 
should in fact be seen as very closely related entities. The 
new kind of science, which was introduced about 400 
years ago, was very much inspired by the Christian 
world-view which all the important pioneers in science 
accepted. 

The modern attitude has its roots in problems which arose more than one 
hundred years ago. When we in this lecture shall go even further back, it will 
be somewhat strange for us to see how close Christianity and science were 
linked together at that early time. 

But the fact is that modern science grew up in Europe around the beginning 
of the 17th century, and Christianity had the function of being some of the 
soil from which it grew. In the last thirty years we have witnessed a 
reorientation among scholars in the question of the relation between religion 
and science [Merton & Trenn 1979, Lindberg & Numbers 1986, Brook 1991, 
Henry 1997]. Investigations in the history of science have contributed to 
casting new light upon the relationship between religion and science after the 
Middle Ages. The American sociologist Robert Merton, for instance, claims 
to find evidence that the Protestant ethics in the English culture had created a 
positive attitude to scientific work in the 16th and the 17th century. Merton 
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interpreted this religious mandate as a necessary condition for the origin of 
modern science. For him there was a causal connection between Christianity 
and science. The old conflicts have thereby gradually lost their dominance in 
favour of other ways of understanding the relationship between religion and 
science. 

Why did the scientific revolution happen in Europe only, and why did it 
occur in the 17th century? From where did the new ideas develop? What is 
the origin of the new challenges, and all the new scientific knowledge? - 
These questions will probably never be answered completely. Historians of 
science should be content if they will be able to identify the principal factors, 
which they will then have to evaluate relative to more or less subjective 
considerations. However, it appears to be evident that in order to discuss 
these questions in a proper way we have to involve considerations on topics 
outside of the subject of traditional science and history of science. Only a 
precise analysis of cultural ideas of the East and the West will eventually 
clarify why modern science and technology arose just in Europe, and not in 
other cultures. 

Even if relations of philosophical and intellectual character have played the 
main role for the growth of science, we must not forget that there without 
any doubt also exist important social and economical causes. Only given a 
certain cultural level of advancement (penmanship, book printing, school 
system and so on) is a scientific revolution possible. Most cultures perished 
prior to its possibility to start developing a scientific revolution at all. 

Some have attempted to explain the scientific revolution as a result of 
interplay between the demands and progress in technology (where 
technology again is a function of the social requirements). Such attempts, 
however, have never been particular convincing. Social structures and 
technological development may be necessary as prerequisites for a scientific 
revolution, but they are far from sufficient prerequisites. Chinese culture is a 
very interesting example. In the 16th century, China was in many respects far 
ahead of Europe. Joseph Needham, who has a comprehensive knowledge of 
China, says in the beginning of his book The Grand Titration: 
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"The more you know about Chinese philosophy, the more you 
realize its profoundly rationalistic character I believe that the 
more you know about Chinese civilization, the more odd it seems 
that modern science and technology did not develop there." 
[Needham, 1969] 

In his attempt to give an explanation Needham writes: 

"There was no confidence that the code of Nature's laws could 
ever be unveiled and read, because there was no assurance that a 
divine being, even more rational than ourselves, had ever 
formulated such a code capable of being read." [Needham, 1969] 

Gradually it looks as if the Chinese, as people of many other large cultures, 
lost their interest in science. When Albert Einstein was asked to analyse the 
development behind Western science, he answered in a well-known letter: 

Dear Sir, 

The development of Western science has been based on two great 
achievements: the invention of the formal logical system (in 
Euclidean geometry) by the Greek philosophers, and the discovery 
of the possibility of finding out causal relationships by systematic 
experiment (at the Renaissance). In my opinion one need not be 
astonished that the Chinese sages did not make these steps. The 
astonishing thing is that these discoveries were made at all. 

Sincerely yours, Albert Einstein. 
[Letter to J. E. Switzer 1953, quoted from Needham 1969, p. 43] 

The Middle Ages (500-1500) 

When modern humans today look back to the Middle Ages, with its cultural 
and religious life, we may either be filled with a longing after the unified 
culture that gave life stability and safety, or with an abhorrence for the 
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suppression that existed to maintain the same cultural unity. Science and 
world view in the Middle Ages were bound to the Roman Catholic teaching, 
without any great stress on the significance of studying the real world around 
ourselves. The church had such a great influence and power over life, that it 
did not tolerate any other authority than its own spiritual authority. It actually 
lifted itself up in God's place. Meditation instead of action got the greatest 
importance in human life. The world was seen as a picture of divine 
goodness only to show man the possibility of salvation upon doing good 
deeds. But with such a separation between daily existence and the real world- 
to-come, what existed now had no true interest. Life and the universe were 
only considered areas for moral test. 

However, this worldview of the Middle Ages also had positive sides. From 
our modern point of view we should not automatically or uncritically despise 
it. A positive side was that during the Middle Ages, man understood himself 
to live in a personal universe. He did not primarily need to find his identity in 
the impersonal matter around himself. Humans knew that they existed in a 
personal universe that started with a personal creator: The God of the 
Church. 

Moreover they had a uniform way of thinking, where everything was 
integrated in a unified and sensible understanding of the universe. They 
worked within a united philosophy, in contrast to the specialized and 
fragmented view on knowledge that modern humans often have to live with. 

Further, they expressed their concepts through the wish of harmony, 'a 
harmony of the spheres.' The stars were not studied so much in order to 
understand how they moved, but more to discover some of the harmony in 
creation itself. Astrology was also studied to understand some of the deep 
harmony in the universe. It was supposed that the stars had influence on 
terrestrial incidents. This was not primarily regarded as destiny, such as Arab 
astrology taught when introduced into western thinking around one thousand 
years ago, but rather as an attempt to increase harmony between everything 
existing. 
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