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SCIENCE, NATURALISM, AND RESURRECTION—A RESPONSE

In this evocative essay John F. Haught makes a thought provoking contribution
to the expanding dialogue between Christian theology and natural science. In the
interest of raising issues and questions for further conversation, I will begin by
articulating what I believe is Professor Haught’s broad goal for this paper and for
much of his work over the past twenty years. A man of purpose, Haught has a
mission, which is to hasten the arrival of the day when science and Christian
eschatology, can be mutually supportive in the “humble desire to know.”1 It may
seem to many scientists and theologians that making eschatology the focus of
science-theology dialogue is “mission impossible.” But not for Haught, who argues
that a firmly held faith that the universe is grounded in an ultimate love and
promise, revealed in Jesus, the risen Christ,2 can actually support a scientific quest
for knowledge. He believes that his Christian faith stance also provides a needed
basis for liberating science from imprisoning ideologies that are obstacles to
authentic truth-seeking.3

The commitment to liberate science from imprisoning ideology is evident in
Haught’s application of a hermeneutics of suspicion to “scientific naturalism,” an
ideology that he argues has shaped attitudes about science in western culture. In this
regard, echoes of Alfred North Whitehead’s rigorous critique of scientists’
mechanistic interpretations of insensate matter can be heard.4 Naturalism not only
challenges the possibility of resurrection, its insistence that events can be explained
by mechanical principles of causation rules out teleology and therefore any hint of
purpose in nature. Naturalism, Haught argues is founded in an “ontology of death”
that views “life only as a late and apparently unplanned anomaly” in a lengthy
cosmic story.5

Haught persuasively argues that so pervasive is naturalism’s “ontology of
death,” that even advocates of scientific creationism and Intelligent Design inadver-
tently subscribe to it in their emphasis on the special interruptive acts of God, an
emphasis which upholds God’s absolute sovereignty over an inert and passive
nature. This very helpful insight leads Haught to raise a perennial question
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regarding divine agency: Does a biblically rooted faith require Christian believers
to assert that God acts as a direct causal agent intervening in the physical world?

His “No” to this question and his critique of naturalism provides a spring board
for applying a hermeneutics of remembrance. Following the lead of philosopher
Hans Jonas, Haught draws attention to a pre-Renaissance panvitalism, worthy of
renewed attention and development. To replace the “ontology of death,” Haught
sketches a metaphysics that rejects a universe conceived not only as the outcome of
past lifeless mechanical causes (naturalism) but also as the product of the inter-
ventionist agency of a distant sovereign God (Creationists and Intelligent Design
theorists). His metaphysical panvitalism envisions “aliveness” to be the essential
characteristic of nature. Not to be confused with classical forms of vitalism that
attributed life to an external “vital force,” he postulates, in company with Teilhard,
that the promise of life in the universe was present long before there were life
forms.6 This panvitalism is eschatological because nature, the cosmos, is properly
understood as the anticipation and promise of an indeterminate future, including
eventually the victory of life over death revealed in Christ.

Haught’s proposed eschatological panvitalism is a theology of hope built on
divine promise. His emphasis on hope brings me to my first of six questions, which
springs from the admonition found in 1 Peter: “Always be ready to give an explana-
tion to anyone who asks you for a reason for your hope” (1 Peter 3:15 NAB). If as
Haught claims “science, as such, does not render the resurrection . . . incredible,”
nor is “science . . . incompatible with resurrection,” then is it reasonable to expect
that Haught give some attention to the reason for his hope in a future alive with
divine promise? I raise this question because, although Haught’s eschatological pan-
vitalism assumes the “that” of resurrection faith, he does not give attention to the
“what” question. The scientific-minded frequently ask: What was the content of the
resurrection of Jesus and of the Easter appearances? Responses to the “what”
question abound. Most are variations of individual versus collective communal
experiences and objective versus subjective possibilities: the reanimation of Jesus’
corpse versus group transformative experiences of the disciples; empirical
appearances of light versus mystical visions of insight; the Pauline spiritual body
versus ecstatic experiences of the divine Spirit, and so on. It would seem that his
reason for not addressing the “what” question is that natural science, according to
its current prevailing criteria, cannot accommodate unique singularities.7 Certainly,
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theological positions should not be determined by protocols derived from
reductionistic atheist science. Yet, if a proposal for a scientific paradigm with an
underlying metaphysics of eschatological panvitalism is to replace the imprisoning
and deadening ideology of naturalism, then it seems to me that the reason for
Christian hope deserves some attention. Without attention to Jesus’ resurrection, it
is difficult to avoid the judgement that Christian eschatology is nothing more than
a strategy for talking people into embracing a vague (and perhaps unrealistic) hope
for a future beyond the grave.

Emphasis on the future on which the world leans for “its sole support” (cf
Teilhard), prompts a second question. Ju"rgen Moltmann in writing about the future
has made a distinction between the futurum, the anticipated future that develops out
of present potentiality of becoming, and the adventus, a coming from the radically
new future, which the Christian tradition associates with the general resurrection
and new creation in Christ.8 In order to gain more clarity about what Haught means
by “the future,” how, if at all, are these very different concepts of “future” present
in his proposed eschatological panvitalism? I raise this question because traditional
Christian eschatology makes it difficult to avoid speaking of both continuity and
discontinuity between this present world and a promised world to come.

The extension of Haught’s eschatology to encompass the cosmos bears a
discernible resemblance to Wolfhart Pannenberg’s eschatological theology.
Pannenberg has proposed an ontology for the whole of reality, including human
history, in terms of the resurrection of Jesus, which for him proleptically reveals the
future as eschaton. An eschatological ontology is foundational for Pannenberg’s
project. In a similar vein an eschatological metaphysics is foundational for
Haught’s. And so my third question is: Is Pannenberg’s description of God as the
“all-determining reality” from the future9 compatible with Haught’s God “as
essentially Future”? Is Haught’s essentially future self-emptying God consistent
with a God retroactively working now in and through the processes of nature, sus-
taining and transforming creation?

I now shift our attention to a question of scientific import, which I will
introduce with an observation: theologians who engage science almost always
construct their theologies in response to questions and challenges raised by
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scientific methodology and theories. Theological positions, such as Haught’s that
eschatological panvitalism reform the philosophical assumptions of science, are
rarely proposed. Haught’s strategy provokes a fourth question: Since he proposes
a new postmechanistic paradigm for science, which seems to turn the prevailing
conception on its head by no longer giving priority to past causal occurrences, how
is scientific causality to be conceived if priority is given to the future and to nature’s
promise? This question gets at the issue of how science—freed from the ontology
of death—is to be conceived and done.10

Finally, it seems reasonable to bring prospective future developments in the
evolving cosmic story into the conversation. In his paper, Haught indicates that he
is committed to a resurrection grounded eschatological theology that does not con-
tradict scientific knowledge. This implies that his panvitalistic metaphysics
grounded in God’s future must also apply to physical reality. It follows that my fifth
question is: How then is one to deal with the catastrophic in nature at micro (earth)
and macro (cosmic) levels? Since Haught included the Big Bang cosmological story
in his presentation, specifically how does eschatological panvitalism respond to cos-
mologists who provide scientific warrants for a universe that will either “freeze” or
“fry” in the distant future?11 Based on scientific calculations, some argue that if the
universe is infinitely open (“flat” or “saddle-shaped”), it will expand forever and
continue to cool from its present temperature (about 2.70K12), gradually approach-
ing the frozen state of absolute zero. Others claim it will fry because the universe
is closed (spherical). After it expands to a maximum size in another hundred billion
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years or so, it will then collapse to an ever smaller size with an increasingly higher
temperature, somewhat like a mirror image of the expansion of the cosmos from an
initial singularity 12-15 billion years ago.13 In both the “freeze” or “fry” scenarios,
all life as we know it will be extinguished. Granted, that elsewhere Haught has dis-
missed catastrophic predictions of the cosmic future because they are based on
mathematical abstractions that ignore the contingent openness of nature’s de facto

historicity.14 Nevertheless in these scenarios we do encounter a potentially serious
challenge to the Christian eschatological panvitalism that Haught proposes: cosmic
demise.

Currently, the weight of evidence favors an open forever-expanding universe.15

Freeman Dyson, a scientist who over twenty-five years ago sounded the clarion call
for scientific eschatology with this statement: “I hope . . . to hasten the arrival of the
day when eschatology . . . will be a respectable scientific discipline and not merely
a branch of theology,”16 supports the theory of an open universe. Reacting to
scientists who project lifelessness and pointlessness for the cosmos, such as Stephen
Weinberg, Dyson provides a scientific basis—with 137 calculations—for an
optimistic future for intelligent life.17 Contra supporters of final cosmic catastrophe
that Dyson argues wrongly assume that life as mere substance is too static to
continue to adapt to future environmental changes, he proposes that life is
organization oriented to a telos of life and capable of novel adaptation. In the
struggle to achieve its purpose, life in the distant cosmic future will evolve into
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posthominid, intelligent forms that transcend bodily limitations as we now know
them.18 By his own admission, Dyson has little formal education in theology.19

However, his non-Christological scientific eschatology does reject naturalism’s
ideology of death, which prompts a sixth and final question: Might Dyson’s
mathematically calculated eschatology provide a resource for the further develop-
ment of Haught’s eschatological panvitalism?

Perhaps this question points not only to the difficulty associated with com-
peting scientific models of the future of the cosmos but also of the project of
bringing scientific eschatology and Christian eschatology into fruitful dialogue.
Scientific eschatology is a nascent science without a firm consensus among scien-
tists about the future of the cosmos. Therefore, a theologian must exercise prudent
caution about identifying Christian eschatology too closely with a particular scien-
tific prediction of the universe’s future, including the vitalistic one Dyson has
proposed. Yet, if making eschatology a focus of theology-science dialogue
challenges scientists to examine the reductionistic assumptions of scientific natural-
ism and expand the scope of their inquiry, and if at the same time Christian theo-
logians are challenged to respond to the demand for public warrants for Christian-
ity’s “end-time” truth-claims, then both communities and the societies in which they
participate will likely benefit. This possibility makes Haught’s mission of engaging
theologians and scientists in “the humble desire to know” something for which we
can be grateful.
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