Patrolling the Perimeter Fences.

The starting point for this inquiry is the dispute between erstwhile colleagues and friends Emil Brunner and Karl Barth over the status of Natural Theology within the wider academic discipline of theology. The context for this disagreement – the rising climate of political extremism in the Germany of the early 1930s – may speak to the passionate extremes of the two parties’ views, but the respective reasoning helps to clarify the diversity of thinking about Natural Theology that both preceded the debate and followed it. The current literature review is an attempt to collate and explore examples of that diversity, in preparation for a closer understanding of the issues at hand, and thoughts about possible resolutions. In undertaking this broad topic, it is hoped that some clarity can be achieved, and some appropriate terrain mapped out for what should constitute the study of theology.  

Alister McGrath is a leading Christian natural theologian, and a series of his monographs over the last fifteen years illustrates his view that ‘natural theology is best understood as a general enterprise of exploring symbolic and discursive correlations between the natural world and God.’[footnoteRef:1] In his study of Emil Brunner, he says that Brunner ‘offers us a vision of theology as a dynamic discipline, constantly seeking to ensure that the gospel is faithfully and effectively articulated in contemporary contexts’.[footnoteRef:2]  McGrath also demonstrates that Karl Barth’s dispute with Brunner centred on only one form of natural theology; four years later, he produces his detailed study of natural theology, ‘Re-Imagining Nature’[footnoteRef:3], in which he expounds six variants of natural theology in the Western tradition since late classical antiquity. What drives him is the need to rebut what he calls the scientism of scientists and philosophers such as Dawkins and Dennett: his is, thus, a fully informed Christian apologetic against the New Atheism[footnoteRef:4]. [1:  Alister E. McGrath, ‘Loving Science, Discovering God: An Autobiographical Reflection on Science and Theology’, Theology and Science, 17:4, 2019, pp431-443. ]  [2:  Alister E. McGrath, Emil Brunner: A Reappraisal (Oxford: Blackwell, 2014), 90–132. ]  [3:  Alister E. McGrath, Re-Imagining Nature: The Promise of a Christian Natural Theology 
(Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2016). ]  [4:  Alister E. McGrath, ‘The Boyle Lecture 2014: New Atheism – New Apologetics: The Use of Science in Recent Christian Apologetic Writings’, Science and Christian Belief 26:1 2014, pp 99–113. ] 


Peter Harrison advances his one-time mentor McGrath’s thesis with a study of the historical aberration of a so-called ‘established’ natural theology that entered Western culture under the influence of the philosophy of David Hume and Immanuel Kant: ‘“established” natural theology thus emerged belatedly as a construction based in philosophical treatments of the eighteenth century.’[footnoteRef:5] This perception of natural theology has been, as it were, retro-fitted to the concept of natural theology of previous eras. A split has thus been anachronistically created between Nature and Christianity, and, where once the dichotomy had been between Creation and Nature, by the 19th century, and especially following the publication of Darwin’s ‘The Origin of the Species’, the dichotomy became one between naturalism and supernaturalism.  [5:  Peter Harrison, ‘What is Natural Theology? (And Should We Dispense with It?)’, Zygon: Journal of Religion & Science, 57(1), 2022, pp 114–140.
] 


Both McGrath and Harrison seem to defend Natural Theology on the grounds of expediency, and this may be what Barth was originally attacking in his paper ‘Nein!’ against Brunner, as being essentially untheological. It is hard to imagine Barth sympathetic to McGrath’s claim that ‘This interweaving of scientific and theological narratives seems… to be essential as we deal with life’s “ultimate questions” that persistently refuse to go away.’[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Alister E. McGrath, ‘Loving Science, Discovering God: An Autobiographical Reflection on Science and Theology’, Theology and Science, 17:4, 2019, p 440.] 


 Andrew Moore takes a radically different view: his target is the common view that ‘natural theology seeks to arrive at a knowledge of God by the accumulation of evidence from the natural world and/or rational argument’.[footnoteRef:7] He follows the distinctions drawn by Michael Sudduth[footnoteRef:8] between antecedent and consequent natural theology; and draws on arguments by Michael Buckley SJ to demonstrate that accommodation of contemporary cultural trends has created a disconnect between the God of nature and Christian belief. [footnoteRef:9] The problem is brought about by a sensed need in theology to legitimise foundational beliefs in what are essentially alien terms (the norms of the contemporary sciences.) The moral imperative for theology is thus to steer clear of natural theology altogether, whether in its antecedent or its consequent forms. In short, Moore stands with Barth.  [7:  Moore A., ‘Should Christians do Natural Theology?’ Scottish Journal of Theology, 63(2), 2010, pp 127- 145.]  [8:  Michael Czapkay Sudduth, ‘The Prospects for “Mediate” Natural Theology in John Calvin’, Religious Studies 31, 1995, pp. 53–68. ]  [9:  Citing from Michael J. Buckley SJ, Denying and Disclosing God: The Ambiguous Progress of Modern Atheism (New Haven, CT, and London: Yale University Press, 2004), p xi. ] 


Sudduth works uncomfortably hard to turn Calvin into a natural theologian.[footnoteRef:10] The project comes to full flowering when he proposes ‘that there is a historically continuous commitment in the Reformed tradition to both the natural knowledge of God and the project of developing theistic arguments'.[footnoteRef:11] As Gijsbert van den Brink notes in his review of the book[footnoteRef:12], Sudduth presents two clear views of natural theology: one as natural ‘knowledge’ of God, the other as rational proofs or arguments for the existence of God. Apparently, specific versions of the latter need not rule out natural theology’s reconciliation to the Reformed Tradition. [10:  Michael Czapkay Sudduth, op. cit.]  [11:  Michael Sudduth, The Reformed Objection to Natural Theology, Ashgate Philosophy of Religion Series (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 238 pp, p4.]  [12: Gijsbert van den Brink, Journal of Reformed Theology, 6(3), 2012, pp309-310 ] 


Rodney Holder presents a critique of theologian Thomas Torrance’s work and tries to find there a ‘new place’ for natural theology.[footnoteRef:13] Torrance was a follower of Barth, and ostensibly eschewed natural theology. Holder quotes him as saying, ‘The object of theological knowledge is not some manipulable thing that can be subjected to experimental tests of our own contriving to force the truth out of it’, and elsewhere, ‘Christian theology arises out of the actual knowledge of God given in and with concrete happening in space and time.’[footnoteRef:14] Torrance’s difficulty with natural theology is the threat it poses to the centrality of Christ. This is surely Barth’s difficulty as well.  [13:  Rodney D. Holder,’Thomas Torrance: “Retreat to Commitment” or a New Place for Natural Theology?’, Theology and Science, 7:3, 2009, pp 275-296 
]  [14:  Thomas F. Torrance, God and Rationality (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1971; paperback edition, 1997) – p4,
and Thomas F. Torrance, Theological Science (Edinburgh: T & T Clark Ltd, 1969; paperback edition, 1996) – p26 ] 


Alvin Plantinga argues that the discord between science (including evolutionary biological science) and Christian theism is merely apparent.[footnoteRef:15] As demonstrated in Simon Yates’ review, Plantinga’s further argument is that the real conflict lies between science and what he calls ‘naturalism’.[footnoteRef:16] Plantinga is an avowed Christian apologist, and (in this, an essentially philosophical discourse) he is not unaligned to McGrath: his dismissal of Dawkins and Dennett (see above) may be of comfort to the Christian beleaguered by rationalist doubts, but it does not help Plantinga argue for the Christ. What it demonstrates is the limits of rationalism: even if natural theology (in whatever form) were able to ‘establish’ in some way the reasonableness of there being a God, there is nothing thereby ascertainable about the Christian faith. (See Hauerwas, below.) [15:  Alvin J. Plantinga, Where the Conflict Really Lies: Science, Religion and Naturalism (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2011. Cloth. 376 p.) ]  [16:  Steven Yates, ‘Where the Conflict Really Lies: Science, Religion and Naturalism’ by Alvin Plantinga,  Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies, 25:1, 2013, p.209-212] 


John Polkinghorne contributes to the debate from the perspective of both scientist and serving Anglican priest. In his view, ‘Natural theology understands anthropic potentiality to be the gift of the Creator to creation’ [footnoteRef:17]: this is demonstrated by the observable ‘fine-tuning’ of the fundamental parameters of the universe, consistent with evolutionary considerations, which in turn may inform how God is held to relate to the creation. Others such as Richard Swinburne have attempted to take the merely theistic compatibilities of natural theology further and deduce (or perhaps abduce?) therefrom fundamental elements of Christian doctrine, such as the Trinity, in what is called ‘ramified’ natural theology.[footnoteRef:18] Part of the stated ambition is to break down the categorical barrier between natural and revealed theology, and this is achieved by introducing an element of probability into natural theology. His work here includes a thorough critique of both Humean and Kantian reasoning, as well as of Darwin, and he acknowledges that for some, probabilism in faith will be inadequate. There is something faintly dispiriting in his comment: ‘I find this kind of justification (of God-warranted belief) irrelevant as far as it concerns our all-important task of acquiring religious beliefs as probably true as we can get.’[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  John Polkinghorne FRS (2011) ‘The incompleteness of science: reflections for Christian teachers and for others interested in the science–religion relationship’, International Studies in Catholic Education, 3:2, pp 136-144.]  [18:  Swinburne, Richard, ‘The Revival of Natural Theology’, Archivio Di Filosofia, 75, 1:2, 2007, pp. 303–22. ]  [19:  Swinburne, Richard, ‘The Revival of Natural Theology’, Archivio Di Filosofia, 75, 1:2, 2007, p 322. ] 


The problem is generally recognized to be that science’s evidentiary requirement cannot comfortably be met in discourse about God. Stanley Hauerwas took the issue head on with the expanded publication to his Gifford Lectures, as reviewed by Stanley Grenz.[footnoteRef:20] Hauerwas sees natural theology as ‘the attempt to witness to the nongodforsakenness of the world even under the conditions of sin’,[footnoteRef:21] and, according to Grenz, sees the cross as central to ‘true knowledge of God and the world.’ Hauerwas is impatient with the traditional view of natural theology since the God of such a theology (if subject to reasoned proof) can never be the God of Christian belief, i.e. the Trinity. It may be noted that, though admiring of Barth, Hauerwas is said to accuse him of ‘weak ecclesiology’[footnoteRef:22].  [20: Stanley J Grenz, ‘Stanley Hauerwas, the grain of the universe, and the most ‘natural’ natural theology’,
 Scottish Journal of Theology, 56:3 2003, pp. 381-386.]  [21:  Stanley Hauerwas, With the Grain of the Universe: The Church’s Witness and Natural Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2001/London: SCM Press, 2002), p 20.]  [22:  Stanley J Grenz, ‘Stanley Hauerwas, the grain of the universe, and the most ‘natural’ natural theology’,
 Scottish Journal of Theology, 56:3 2003, p 385.
] 


It may be asked if the problem with Natural Theology is inherent to the Reformed Tradition. For this reason, the recent publication of a collection of essays on the topic’s relation to the Eastern Orthodox Tradition[footnoteRef:23] may be of interest (reviewed in the Journal of Orthodox Christian Studies[footnoteRef:24]). The book aims to argue “for the rich history and contemporary relevance of natural theology in Eastern Orthodoxy”[footnoteRef:25], but acknowledges the hostility to the notion of natural theology from writers such as Yannaras and Lossky. Alexei V. Nesteruk also offers an Orthodox perspective on the debate, where he suggests that some reconciliation may be found between science and theology, if science is brought ‘into the heart of theology, whose proper place is in the Church for which theology is her voice.’[footnoteRef:26] Quoting Christos Yannaras, [footnoteRef:27] he proposes that God ‘reveals himself by the light of a knowledge which is not a meaning or concept, but a name and a person, Jesus Christ’. Such an idea is not far at all from the notion of grace (revelation) which Barth sees as a bulwark against as Brunner’s capitulation to natural theology (and the Third Reich). Nesteruk’s concluding remarks offer food for thought: [23:  Richard Swinburne and David Bradshaw, eds. Natural Theology in the Eastern Orthodox Tradition. Saint Paul, MN: IOTA Publications, 2020. 216 pp. ]  [24:  Joiner, James H.  ‘Journal of Orthodox Christian Studies’, 6:1, 2023, pp 130-132.]  [25:  Idem, p 130.]  [26:  Nesteruk, A. V., ‘The ecclesial dimension in the dialogue between theology and science’, International Journal for the Study of the Christian Church, 13(3), 2013, pp 173–191. ]  [27:  Christos Yannaras, Elements of Faith, Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1998 p 41] 


The absence – in the philosophical and scientific vision of the world – of eucharistic intentionality results in a desire for unlimited and unconstrained possession of knowledge of things in order to use them for some particular utilitarian goals. Because the possession of things, even in their abstract knowledge, destroys a loving relationship to them, the intentionality of thanksgiving ceases to function as the gratitude for the very fact of existence of those things in creation which are supposed to be loved. To recover that eucharistic intentionality in knowledge, the exercise of metanoia is required. 

Much here to unpack, but worthy of further inquiry. 

The Gifford Lectures were the mainspring for much of the last century’s thinking in natural theology. No less so than for Rowan Williams whose contribution to them forms the basis for his book ‘The Edge of Words’.[footnoteRef:28] As Simon Oliver point out in his review of this[footnoteRef:29], Williams is proposing a new approach to the question of natural theology: rather than work from what we know of the world to what we want to say about God, Williams acknowledges that we do still want to speak about God, and that there is thus theological and philosophical significance to our use of language. In Oliver’s view, Williams wishes to show how ‘language is both responsive to, and constitutive of, the world.’[footnoteRef:30] And in drawing a distinction between ‘description’ and ‘representation’, Williams argues that the latter (the representation of language) ‘is a crucial aspect of the formation of the world and of our formation by the world’.[footnoteRef:31]  While Williams adds nothing here to the usual debate about natural theology, the suspicion remains that his Gifford Lectures are but a ‘prolegomenon’ to further reflection on the topic. A net cast so culturally wide (including Welsh poetry, and ASD therapy!) places his argument very much in the world, but whether that can be made to reach out to God remains to be seen.  [28:  Rowan Williams The Edge of Words: God and the Habits of Language. (London: Bloomsbury, 2014). Pp. 
xiii + 204. ]  [29:  Simon Oliver, Religious Studies, 52, 2016, pp 573–580. ]  [30:  Op cit., p 574.]  [31:  Op cit., p575] 


This is not the place for a full discussion of the literature gathered here. But in the expectation of further research, a direction of travel may begin to be discerned. Caution must be exercised in embracing the blandishments of theistic science: normalizing faith through the consent of reason, or even probability, is likely to be a way to diminish it, however much it may strengthen conviction. There may be lessons to be learned from the East, in defanging ‘utility’ as a worldview, and in (alarming the Reformed with) a return to the church and its liturgy. Furthermore, raising language beyond logical function to something living and personal may offer a release from the bind created in large part by the Reformed Tradition’s repudiation of the church’s role in the world, and its seeking, through scripture alone, the comfort of both nature and grace.


