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One reason why I became interested in theology was my own seeking for truth.  No 

doubt in my younger years I had a simplistic idea about truth – truth would be so 

obvious that no one could resist or refute it.  Probably the idea was based in my own 

self-arrogant notion that if the truth was convincing to me, then eventually everyone 

else would recognize it as well.   In my eyes both science and Christianity were 

interested in truth, and there was no difference between scientific truth and the 

theological truth of Christianity.  Truth is truth.  All truth, even scientific truth, is 

Christian truth. 

 

Such naïve thinking hit a wall with the notion of evolution.  The topic of evolution was 

for many a divide pitting Christianity against science.  It confronted my own ideas 

of Pilate’s question, “What is truth?”   (John 18:38)      For many on both sides of the 

evolutionary debate, the truth of science and Christianity were irreconcilable.  Some on 

each side denied the other had anything to do with truth. 

For my part, my ideas on the nature of truth kept evolving as I tried to incorporate in my 

thinking the issues raised by the debate on evolution.  While not abandoning the love of 

and pursuit of truth, I have come to recognize the complexity of the issue and that for 

some the notion of truth in science and religion will never be reconciled partly because 

some don’t want such a reconciliation.  They want either science or religion to be true. 

 (See also my blog Well Reasoned Words for further thoughts on the relationship 

between faith and reason, science and religion.) 

http://frted.wordpress.com/2011/10/18/science-and-the-church-are-the-facts-in/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+18:38&version=ESV
http://frted.wordpress.com/2011/09/27/well-reasoned-words/


Recently I read James Le Fanu’s  Why Us?: How Science 

Rediscovered the Mystery of Ourselves .  I appreciated the book’s critical evaluation of 

evolutionary theory.  It raised for me some of the most serious challenges to evolution 

that I have read.  On the other hand, I was unimpressed with the concluding chapters of 

the book as I felt he over reached on his conclusions which weakened the book. 

At the same time that I was reading Le Fanu, I also read Dr. Gayle Woloschak’s “The 

Compatability of the Principles of Biological Evolution with Orthodoxy” in the ST. 

VLADIMIR’S THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY, Vol 55, No. 2, 2011.   Woloschak as the 

article’s title implies defends both evolutionary theory and its compatibility with 

Orthodoxy. 

In this blog series I want to explore  the ideas these two authors raised.  For my part, I 

am still at peace with the search for truth represented by theology and science. I 

continue to read the debate with interest even if I hold little hope that the debate can be 

resolved.   Evolution for a theist is  nothing more than the scientific description of the 

mechanisms at work in our world which describe the unfolding of life since God brought 

life into existence.  Once creation existed it follows properties and laws which can be 

observed – and that is the nature of science to test these observations against the 

theories describing how the empirical world works. 

Woloschak’s article has no connection to Le Fanu’s book.  I bring them 

together solely on the basis that I happened to read them both at the same time.   Both 

accept many of the basic claims of evolution.  Woloschak’s take is that evolution is 

dealing with a discovered truth about life on earth which is heavily supported by 

scientific evidence especially DNA.   Le Fanu’s argument is that human life as can be 

understood through the study of genetics and the human brain is far more complex than 

can be explained by evolution alone.   He argues that evolution simply cannot account 
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for some of the greatest wonders of the human brain and of how genetics actually works. 

 While his book raises in my mind serious questions as to whether the theory of 

evolution fully explains what has unfolded on planet earth, no doubt his questions are 

still in the realm of pointing out gaps in the theory – not completely refuting the theory, 

but pointing to pieces of the puzzle that just don’t quite fit (and some scientists would 

add an emphatic “YET!”). 

First I will look at the thinking of Dr. Woloschak. 

―Often in everyday language, people equate the world ‗theory‘ with ‗speculation‘ or a 

‗conjecture.‘  In scientific practice, however, the word theory has a very specific 

meaning – it is a model of the world (or some portion of it) from which falsifiable 

hypotheses can be generated and verified (or not) through empirical observation of 

facts.  In this way, the concepts of ‗theory‘ and ‗fact‘ are not opposed to each other, but 

rather exist in a reciprocal relationship.‖ (Woloschak, p 210) 

 

Charles Darwin 

For the sake of the discussion on evolution the implication is that evolutionary theory is 

not implying speculation but rather forms a way of seeing and understanding the world 

that is based in observable facts that have gathered and explanations that have been 

tested against the facts that come to form the best picture that can be offered to account 

for the known facts.  Theory is our best approximation of accounting for the known 

facts.  Science is that process by which hypotheses are tested against empirical data in 

order to determine which ideas are false and thus can be dismissed.  In theological 

terms one can argue that the falsification process of science is really anapophatic way to 

come to the knowledge of the truth.  Science is forever skeptical and works to deny 

hypotheses in order to form the best understanding of the truth. 

As Corey Powell, Editor in Chief of DISCOVER noted in the magazines November 2011 

issue: 

http://orthodoxwiki.org/Apophatic_theology
http://discovermagazine.com/


―Science is relentless this way.  Its practitioners are fallible and often mistaken, but 

over time its process holds all ideas and hypotheses accountable to the same standard 

of proof.  It is a beautiful paradox:  Uncertainty as the optimal path toward certainty, 

or at least the closest thing to certainty we can get.‖ 

That is the beauty and awesomeness of science – two descriptive words that might make 

some scientists cringe for their unscientific standards.  But they are words that continue 

to convince me that science’s own interest in truth is a pursuit worthy of God.  Powell’s 

emphasis on uncertainty as helping us get as close as we can to certainty is welcomed by 

theistic scientists.  The troubling issue for theists is when some scientists proclaims 

themselves absolutely certain, embracing a determinism not completely supported by 

the facts, and then push that certainty to rejecting theology as well. 

 

Christianity and Science 

Posted on October 18, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 2nd Blog in this series which began withScience and 

the Church:  Are the Facts In?  In this blog we are looking at some of the comments of 

Dr. Gayle Woloschak in her article “The Compatability of the Principles of Biological 

Evolution with Orthodoxy” in the ST. VLADIMIR’S THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY, Vol 

55, No. 2, 2011.   Woloschak is upfront that she is in the science camp which accepts the 

basic assertions of evolution as enjoying firm support from scientific evidence. 

 

―Despite recent challenges, there is an overwhelming body of support for biological 

evolution in the scientific literature that comes from protein and DNA data, from the 

fossil and geological records, physiologic and functional studies, and much more…  

Theodosius Dobzhansky, the son of an Orthodox priest, a practicing Orthodox 

Christian, and a noted evolutionary scholar wrote the following: 

‗Let me try to make crystal clear what is established beyond reasonable doubt, and 

what needs further study, about evolution.  Evolution as a process that has always 

gone on in the history of the earth can be doubted only by those who are ignorant of 
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the evidence or are resistant to evidence, owing to emotion blocks or to plain bigotry.  

By contrast, the mechanisms that bring evolution about certainly need study and 

clarification.  There are no alternatives to evolution as history that can withstand 

critical examination.  Yet we are constantly learning new and important facts about 

evolutionary mechanisms.‘‖  (Woloschak, p 212) 

Dobzhansky when he was alive was an Orthodox Christian and a 

noted evolutionary biologist whose work is still highly respected in the scientific 

community.  He had no doubt about evolution and maintained his faith in God.  

Admittedly his acceptance of faith and reason is unusual in the world of evolution.    

Woloschak however defends this scientific avoidance of God: 

―While many feel confused and even angered by the fact that scientists can discuss 

creation without putting God into the story, these same people do not appreciate that 

there is humility in not discussing God.  There is a limit to what science can define, and 

that limit is based on the objective scientific approach of performing hypothesis-driven 

experimentation.  God is not subject to such testing…‖  (Woloschak, p 225) 

Woloschack rejects a notion embraced by some theists that God is 

simply the ultimate cause of the endless series of cause and effect that we know of as the 

universe.  Those who hold to God as simply the original cause of all that exists in fact 

according to her play into the hands of those who believe in complete scientific 

determinism (such as Einstein did). 

―For example, if all around us are ‗effects‘ and God is the only ‗cause,‘ then 

deterministic responsibility for everything lies with God—he is ultimately responsible 

(and perhaps blameworthy) for all that occurs in the universe, while our ability to 

cause any changes in or around us fades into insignificance. . . .  Bulgakov argues that 



the proper description of God‘s relationship to the world is that of Creator and 

creation, and that this is not the same as ‗The One Who Causes.‘ ‖  (Woloschak, p 226-

227) 

God is not merely the original cause of all the effects that now exist.  Woloschak quotes 

Theologian Sergius Bulgakov: 

―‘In general, the idea of the Creator and creation does not need to be translated into the 

language of mechanical causality, for it has another category, its proper one, that of 

co-imagedness, since the creature contains the living image of The Creator and is 

correlated with Him.  … The world does not have a cause, since it is created; and God 

is not the cause of the world and not a cause in the world, but its Creator and 

Provider.  God‘s creative act is not the mechanical causation through Himself of the 

world‘s being, but His going out of Himself in creation…‘   This co-imagedness fits well 

with the Genesis context of humans being made in the image and according to the 

likeness of God.  Humans bear the imprint of their Creator, the icon of God.  We 

acknowledge this liturgically by censing the people during all liturgical services, 

censing the image of God in each person.‖  (Woloschak, p 228) 

The world is not all pre-determined by an original act of God.  There is 

both free will in humans and the uncertainties presented to us by quantum mechanincs 

that free the universe from pure determinism. 

A few final points from Woloschak on evolution: 

―…denying evolution is impoverishing the understanding of creation, which is one of 

the few expressions of God that humans are all able to perceive while still on this 

earth.‖  (Woloschak, p 231) 



―‘…individual organism do not evolve. … Biological evolution, then, does not act upon 

individuals but rather on populations.‖ (Woloschak, p 211) 

―…there is no theological justification for a view of God as the direct cause of small 

individual events.‖  (Woloschak, p 224) 

We don’t need to look to God as the cause of every little event on the planet for God 

empowered creation itself with creativeness to bring forth life.  What is being worked 

out on our planet is we humans cooperating with God to fulfill His will. 

This is the 3rd Blog in this series which began with Science and the Church:  Are the Facts 

In?  In the previous blog, Christianity and Science, we looked at some of the comments 

of Dr. Gayle Woloschak in her article “The Compatability of the Principles of Biological 

Evolution with Orthodoxy” in the ST. VLADIMIR’S THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY, Vol 

55, No. 2, 2011.   With this blog we begin our look at some of the claims of James Le 

Fanu in  his book,  Why Us?: How Science Rediscovered the Mystery of Ourselves.   Part 

of Le Fanu’s criticism of science is that it is so focused on materialism that it misses the 

greater mysteries which are visible in the science itself. 

 

―We have lost that sense of living in an enchanted world. We might now, thanks to 

science, comprehend the universe of which we are a part, only to discover that its 

properties, as evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins puts it, ‗are precisely those we 

should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no good – 

nothing but blind, pitiless indifference‘. We have lost, too, sight of the most significant 

factor of all – the exceptionality of the human mind.‖   (Kindle Highlight Loc. 4195-98) 

Some scientists who reject the idea of a 

Creator are hostile to Le Fanu’s thoughts as they are to theists who embrace many of the 

claims of science.   I, however, do not think that believers should feel so threatened by 

atheistic science.  According to modern physics, a little less than 5% of the universe is 
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made up of matter,  about 25% is dark matter, and about 70% is dark energy.  So when 

we are looking at biology, we are to begin with looking only at that 5% of the universe 

which constitutes matter that we can study through the biological sciences.  And then we 

realize that the total percent of the matter in the universe which is properly the realm of 

biology and evolution is a much smaller portion of the total matter in the universe.  On 

the grand scale of things any theory of evolution is talking about a disproportionately 

tiny part of the known universe.   So for all the bluster evolutionary theorists like to 

muster against theists, they are talking about a small fraction of the universe anyway.  

Theists are holding to ideas that take the entire universe into consideration not just that 

that miniscule portion of our planet that is the limit of evolutionary science.  Evolution 

at best describes a small fraction of the entire matter of the universe.  Of course it is the 

matter that is important to us, because it is our story and our history which is being 

discussed.  But for those who embrace scientific theism, there is a whole lot more to the 

universe than is being described or accounted for by evolution.  As Harvard science 

professor Lisa Randall says in her article on dark energy and matter, “If the history of 

science has taught us anything, it should be the shortsightedness of believing that what 

we see is all there is.”  (DISCOVER, November 2011, p 59) 

Nevertheless, the fight between faith and reason, science and religion is mostly led on 

the religious side by fundamentalists and biblical literalists  as is obvious in such articles 

as the 17 October 2011 NY Times  The Evangelical Rejection of Reason by Christian 

authors and college professors Karl W. Giberson and Randall J. Stephens.  They belong 

to an evangelical tradition but distance themselves from those fundamentalists who 

reject science and reason. 

―Americans have always trusted in God, and even today atheism is little more than a 

quiet voice on the margins. Faith, working calmly in the lives of Americans from 

George Washington to Barack Obama, has motivated some of America‘s finest 

moments. But when the faith of so many Americans becomes an occasion to embrace 

discredited, ridiculous and even dangerous ideas, we must not be afraid to speak out, 

even if it means criticizing fellow Christians.‖ 

So while the anti-scientific and anti-reason rhetoric belongs mostly to fundamentalists 

and literalists, the rest of Christianity cannot just look askance and avoid the 

discussion.   We have a responsibility to make the effort to bridge the gap between those 

who claim to embrace Christianity but who fear and oppose the claims of science.  It is 

the same science which made computing possible which measures the age of the 

universe.  While some people’s faith rests on the claim that Genesis is literally true, 

http://discovermagazine.com/2011
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Genesis itself was not written to be a modern scientific study.   Namely, it doesn’t 

present claims that can be verified by tests of falsification.   It is a document that rests 

on faith, and doesn’t itself require that it be read literally. 

James Le Fanu takes on the atheistic claims of some scientists 

and basically charges that some scientists have lost sight of their objectivity and the 

limits of science.  These scientists make atheistic assumptions about the universe and 

then try to conform the facts and reality to their assumptions, which is the opposite of 

the intellectual rigor which the falsification process in science demands.  Rather 

scientists should follow the facts to whatever truths can be derived from them. 

―But that Fall of Man, toppled at last from his pedestal to confront the meaninglessness 

of his existence, has resulted, as we have seen, first in the most grievous social policies 

and, second, in his being deprived of his freedom, to become no more than a plaything 

of his genes. The source of all this mischief lies in the necessity to portray man not as 

he is, but as he has to be in order to incorporate him into an evolutionary theory that 

requires him to be different ‗only in degree but not in kind‘ from his primate 

cousins.‖  (Kindle Highlight Loc. 2947-50) 

 

So Le Fanu claims to set out what man is, not what evolutionary theory needs him to be, 

and thus he reads the scientific evidence in a way different from the atheist. 

Le Fanu raises some serious questions regarding the limits of evolution to explain the 

how and why of genetics.   He argues that there really is much more mystery to being 

human than evolutionary theory admits. 



―… there is not the slightest hint in the composition of the genes of fly 

or man to account for why the fly should have six legs, a pair of wings and a brain the 

size of a full stop, and we should have two arms, two legs and that prodigious brain. 

The ‗instructions‘ must be there, of course, for otherwise flies would not produce flies 

and humans humans-but we have moved, in the wake of the Genome Project, from 

assuming that we knew the principle, if not the details, of that greatest of marvels, the 

genetic basis of the infinite variety of life, to recognising that we not only don‘t 

understand the principles, we have no conception of what they might be. We have here, 

as the historian of science Evelyn Fox Keller puts it: one of those rare and wonderful 

moments when success teaches us humility…‖  (Kindle Loc. 413-19) 

 

One of Le Fanu’s insightful questions has to deal with “why?”   Whereas geneticists 

might be able to link a particular gene or series of genes with a particular body trait (2 

arms, large brain, etc), still that doesn’t answer the question why it is so.   Le Fanu sees 

in humans, as well as in all creatures, an awesome mystery.  We have discovered genes, 

the genetic code, the genome, but we have no way of knowing the principles which 

govern how the genes “know” what it is they are to reproduce.  This is a mystery which 

causes Le Fanu to marvel, and to criticize science for not recognizing the awesomeness 

of what it built into nature. 

―Why then, one might reasonably ask, is there not the slightest hint in the Human 

Genome of those unique attributes of the upright stance and massively expanded brain 

that so distinguish us from our primate cousins?‖  (Kindle Loc. 545-46) 

All genes for all living species basically are made up of the same few proteins.  Yet in 

those same  few chemical components are all of the codes which enable the genes to 

make not only a particular organ but to have it be in the exact right location of a 

particular life form.  But what makes it just so, remains a hidden marvel. 



―So, while the equivalence of the human and chimp genomes 

provides the most tantalising evidence for our close relatedness, it offers not the 

slightest hint of how that evolutionary transformation came about – but rather 

appears to cut us off from our immediate antecedents entirely.‖ (Kindle Loc. 874-76) 

These are the questions which Le Fanu believes evolutionary theory and genetics cannot 

answer.  He sees this as a serious limit to the theory, but more importantly they raise 

issues whose explanation may lie far beyond what science is capable of answering.  They 

suggest that there are forces at work in the gentic code which are not physical/material 

but which are real and essential to life. 

―The elegant spiral of the Double Helix, like Newton‘s law of gravity, combines great 

simplicity with phenomenal power. But the practicalities of what it does, how it 

imposes the order of ‗form‘ and all the complexities of life on the fertilised egg, are of a 

qualitatively different order – and for the obvious reason that ‗life‘ is immeasurably 

more complex than ‗matter‘.‖ (Kindle Loc. 2112-15) 

The amazing capabilities of genes give Le Fanu pause – is not life more than simply 

matter? 

―This automated factory carries out almost as many unique functions as all the 

manufacturing activities of man on Earth … but with one capacity not equalled in any 

of our most advanced machines – it is capable of replicating its entire structure within 

a matter of a few hours.‖  (Kindle Loc. 2137-39) 

Of course science often responds to such claims of wonder and 

marvel with the words “yet.”   We cannot answer the questions “yet” but one day we 

will.   And many are convinced that the answers will be found in matter since the 

empirical world is the only world which exists.   The questions Le Fanu raises are 



sometimes thrown into a category of being questions that focus on the “gaps” in our 

knowledge, and believers often attribute these gaps in our knowledge to God.  Which 

causes some to characterize these doubts about evolution as the God of the gaps.  But 

then the scientists believe that in due time our scientific efforts  will fill these gaps. 

And some scientists do marvel at nature.  The November issue of DISCOVER magazine 

(“The Bug with Built-in Sidekicks”) reported the marvel of the citrus mealybug, which 

contains within it the bacteria Tremblaya princeps.  Neither species can live without the 

other.  But then within this bacteria is an even smaller microbe Moranella endobia and 

again all three species are interdependent on each other for survival as they each 

contribute some of the amino acids that are necessary for all there to survive – no one of 

the creatures is capable of making all the amino acids necessary to live.   The scientists 

studying the bug-within-a-bug have no idea how this arrangement evolved or how it 

works.  “It’s a fascinating quirk of evolution,” said one.   Indeed, life in its most simple 

forms (Tremblaya has the smallest genome of any living thing) elicit wonder. 

 

In the previous blog we encountered part of Le Fanu’s objection to trying to understand 

humans only through evolution:  there is still great mystery it what it means to be 

human, many would say a purely chemical/protein/DNA analysis of humans does not 

come close to describing what it is to be human, and evolution itself cannot completely 

account for the complexities in human development. 

 

As one example of a question for which current evolutionary theory cannot give a full 

explanation is the appearance of specific species on the planet. 

―Further, the suddenness of the cultural explosion that signalled 

the arrival of Cromagnon man argues against a progressive, gradualist evolutionary 

transformation. It suggests rather some dramatic event – as if a switch were thrown, 

the curtain rose, and there was man …‖  (Kindle Loc. 766-68) 

http://discovermagazine.com/


The sudden disappearance of species and the sudden appearance of 

new species has been raised as a question by many scientists themselves.  (see for 

example the comments of evolutionist Lynn Margulis in my blog An Evolutionary 

Alternative).   The historical record shows these “explosions” of new species, not a long 

and slow evolutionary change.   So on this count Le Fanu is offering a critique of 

evolutionary theory shared by some prominent evolutionary thinkers.   His thinking 

follows similar criticisms of evolutionary theory raised by Michael Behe and others, 

namely that some things which appear in a species are meaningful only in their 

developed complex form and it would be hard to account for their appearance through a 

gradual process of development since the individual parts would serve no purpose alone 

– they are irreducibly complex. 

 

―…might seem plausible, in the way of all evolutionary explanations, and would indeed 

be reasonable if language simply ‗facilitated the exchange of information‘. But, as 

Chomsky pointed out so persuasively, language is also an autonomous, independent 

set of rules and meanings that impose order, make sense of the world ‗out there‘. Rules 

and meanings cannot evolve from the simple to the complex, they just ‗are‘. The 

structure of sentences is either meaningful or meaningless. The naming of an object is 

either ‗right‘ or ‗wrong‘. An elephant is an elephant, and not an anteater. Hence 

Chomsky insisted, against Pinker, that those seeking a scientific explanation for 

language could, if they so wished, describe it as having evolved ‗so long as they realise 

that there is no substance for this assertion, that it amounts to nothing more than a 

belief. This, of course, is no trivial controversy, for language is so intimately caught up 

in every aspect of ‗being human‘ that to concede that it falls outside the conventional 

rubric of evolutionary explanation would be to concede that so does man.‖  (Kindle 

Loc. 959-66) 
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Le Fanu believes that there are real developments in humans and 

really all species that cannot be reduced to scientific materialistic explanations.  There 

are forces that work on us and in us – thought processes, the development of language 

which Le Fanu thinks points to elements in our human development that cannot be 

explained by materialist science alone.  In this he questions whether the study of DNA 

could ever explain all there is to know about being human.  Le Fanu thinks that focus is 

too narrow and misses important elements about what it means to be human. 

―‗No one has ever been able to relate any aspect of human social behaviour to any 

particular gene or set of genes,‘ observes the geneticist Richard Lewontin. ‗Thus all 

statements about the genetic basis of human social traits are purely 

speculative.‘‖  (Kindle Loc. 2918-19) 

 

Le Fanu points out that certain aspects of evolutionary theory which are supposed to be 

based only in scientific materialism are in fact based in the beliefs and speculations of 

certain scientists who have committed themselves to atheistic materials and so who 

cannot allow certain observations about the non-material forces impacted not only 

humans but all species on this planet. 

Finally Le Fanu challenges some of the basic assumptions of Darwin based on 

observations of humanity and even of other species. 

―‗All nature is at war, one organism with another,‘ claimed Darwin – but it is not so, 

for the most striking feature of the natural world is not the competitive struggle for 

existence, but its antithesis – cooperation.‖  (Kindle Loc. 4282-83) 



Thus for Le Fanu, evolutionary theory which assumes scientific 

materialism cannot fully deal with the the universe that we know and in particular with 

our own experience as humans with one another and with the planet as a whole. 

Le Fanu accepts many parts of the theory of evolution but remains unconvinced that the 

theory of evolution alone can adequately explain many of the developments that are said 

to be part of human evolution or which can be seen in the historical record (for example, 

the historical record shows a sudden extinction of many species and the unexpected 

explosion of new species rather than the theory expected gradual appearance of new 

species over time). 

Any one thing which happens in the evolution of a species 

requires many other evolutionary changes as well.  For example in humans, the large 

brain requires that a mother’s pelvis and birthing canal must be capable of giving birth 

to a baby with such a  shaped head AND it requires that much of the brain’s 

development occurs after birth so that human babies are born almost totally helpless as 

compared to other primate babies.  Thus the evolution of a larger brain requires the 

evolution of the pelvic region of human women, the evolution of a bone structure to 

support the top heavy head over a bipedal body, and the delay of the brain’s 

development until after birth.   Many “which came first, the chicken or the egg?” type 

dilemmas for evolution theorists to explain. 

 

―Similarly, the elusive workings of the human brain would seem to defy any simple 

evolutionary explanation.‖  (Kindle Loc. 770-71) 



It is the brain itself which captured much attention from Le Fanu 

as he considered the mystery of what it is to be human.  The relationship between the 

brain cells and conscious thought for example are not yet resolved.   Here again he 

thinks despite huge advances in scientific knowledge about the brain, there are huge 

gaps in our understanding which speak to the limits of science and the profound 

mystery of being human. 

―‗We seem as far from understanding [the brain] as we were a century ago. Nobody 

understands how decisions are made or how imagination is set free.‘‖  (Kindle Loc. 

458-59) 

Though new methods of doing brain scans have made visible to us 

areas of the brain involved in various mental activities, how these processes actually 

work is not totally known.   Brain functions can be spread through large portions of the 

brain and how the various areas of the brain work together and the fact that even 

“silent” portions of the brain are essential for these functions is little understood today.   

In addition how DNA works to make the brain what it is remains a mystery. 

―…  the dominant features of the brain remain its ‗silent‘ areas, with their capacity to 

integrate and unify thoughts, sensations and emotions into a continuous stream of 

conscious awareness.‖  (Kindle  Loc. 3732-34) 

 

Le Fanu says it is the existence of continuous conscious awareness – a real fact of being 

human which though related to the material brain is not coterminous with the brain – 

 which speaks to us of a non-materials aspect of our being (see also my blog Is This Your 

Brain on God?). 

http://frted.wordpress.com/2011/05/25/is-this-your-brain-on-god/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2011/05/25/is-this-your-brain-on-god/


―… unprepossessing three pounds of brain tissue confined within our skulls, like a vast 

intellectual black hole absorbs the most searching forms of scientific 

investigation.‖  (Kindle  Loc. 3747-48) 

The brain is able to deal with information and abstract concepts – non-

material reality.  The human is capable of successfully relating to this non-material 

reality of information, knowledge and emotions, which for Le Fanu is evidence of why 

evolutionary theory based solely in materialism is inadequate for understanding what it 

is to be human.  One needs to look beyond materialism to begin to grasp the truth about 

life and humanity 

 

―… first, how just a few thousand genes might instruct the arrangement of those 

billions of neurons with their ‗hardwired‘ faculties of language and mathematics; and 

second, the physical basis of that all-encompassing property of neuroplasticity by 

which the brain incorporates into itself the experiences of a lifetime.‖  (Kindle Loc. 

3738-40) 

 

The mystery of being human will not, according to Le Fanu be resolved by scientific 

materialism, because part of being human involves non-material characteristics – 

consciousness and conscience, processing information and knowledge, experiencing the 

world through emotions. 

 

―… the central enigma is clear enough: how to reconcile what the brain is with what it 

does?‖   (Kindle  Loc. 2984-85) 

The relationship between mind and brain is a mystery that Le Fanu thinks 

materialistic science cannot resolve because it introduces the non-material reality into 

scientific study  and science says it is limited to physical realities. 



Of course the secular scientist will object that this is nothing but another “god of the 

gaps” objection which will be over come in time.    Or perhaps it really does point to a 

truth about being human – the non-material aspects of human existence are every bit as 

real as the material. 

Le Fanu postulates that in fact thoughts are non-material and yet have physical effects.   

This goes against the grain of those scientists who are committed to atheistic 

materialism and who deny that the non-material can have any effect on the world and 

thus must deny free will which is a non-material force. 

―Science holds that nothing can happen that is not governed by the natural laws of 

material causation. Thoughts are non-material, therefore by definition they can‘t 

cause anything to happen. Hence, my supposition that I am free to choose one course 

of action over another must be an illusion generated by the physical activity of the 

brain to create the impression that it is my non-material ‗self, it is ‗I‘, who is making 

the decision.‖   (Kindle  Loc. 3654-57) 

 

John 15:16 

Some scientists do claim that there is no such thing as free will since all thoughts and 

emotions are the direct result of chemical processes in the human brain or other 

organs.   Le Fanu does not accept this assertion and upholds a notion that thinking is 

real, cannot be completely explained by chemical/electrical impulses in the brain and 

that these non-material thoughts do in fact effect not only ourselves but the rest of the 

world as well. 

―But to accept the supposition that non-material thoughts (the desire to cross the road) 

can have physical effects (causing the legs to move) would be to introduce into our 

understanding of the natural world some non-material force that stands outside, and 

is not governed by, the principles of lawful material causation. This dilemma can be 



resolved only in materialist terms by supposing that the decision (for example) when 

to cross the road is not freely taken, but is determined by the electrical activity of our 

brain.‖   (Kindle Loc. 3014-17) 

Such determinism has been part of human thinking for centuries.  It is 

not the thinking in Orthodox tradition however which does accept the notion of free 

will.  Some Christians, especially Calvinists, completely believe in predestination – God 

determines everything in the universe.  Atheistic scientists reject God and accept 

notions of total determinism -  human thought is merely the product of electrical 

impulses running through the brain cells and thus follows the materialistic law of cause 

and effect.   Thinking is thus totally materialistically caused and thus there is no such 

thing as free will.  Orthodoxy has traditionally rejected such determinism and has 

accepted the notion that we do have the ability to make choices, for good and for ill.  

There really is a thing called the “self” and the self makes real choices which shape the 

future.  [It is interesting to note that Einstein was a determinist as well and this is why 

he had such great problems with quantum mechanics which allow for uncertainty and 

indeterminism.] 

Le Fanu says that despite the denial of a few 

prominent scientists the evidence shows that non-material processes (thinking for 

example) do have an effect in the world.   Everything does not follow a perfect cause and 

effect pattern set off by random events.   Rather, humans are able to make choices and 

influence their future.   A purely materialistically based approach to humanity does not 

take into full account what it is to be human.  Le Fanu says there is an existing mystery 



involving humanity, and conscious awareness and thought is part of that mystery and is 

as real as any physical property. 

―Collectively the findings of these studies strongly support the view that the subjective 

nature of mental processes (e.g. thoughts, feelings, beliefs) significantly influence the 

various levels of brain functioning. Beliefs and expectations can markedly modulate 

neurophysiological and neurochemical activity in brain regions involved in 

perception, movement, pain and various aspects of emotional process.‖   (Kindle  Loc. 

3715-18)   

The non-material, so scientific studies have shown, thus exists and is 

able to influence the material world.  This is a basic assumption of believers and Le Fanu 

thinks the scientific evidence proves the point.  Secular scientists reduce being human to 

material impulses that ultimately have no true meaning.   We simply do what our 

bodies’ chemistry and electronic impulses tell us to do.  While that view is held by some 

scientists it is not the thinking of most theistic Christians who accept free will. 

―‗You, your joys and your sorrows, your memories and your ambitions, your sense of 

personal identity and free will, are in fact no more than the behaviour of a vast 

assembly of nerve cells and their associated molecules.‘‖  (Kindle Loc. 3027-28) 

 

While the above sentence might appear to be true to those who cannot accept the role of 

a Creator God, for believers there is something backwards in the thinking.  “I” am not 

created by cellular electrical impulses, rather the behavior of the nerve cells and 

molecules is “me” working out my will through the cells and electrical impulses.  “I” am 

willing my material body to behave in a certain way.   The “self” is inseparably linked to 

its material brain.  Both brain and mind emerge together and in their interconnectivity 

the self is born.   We do not have in this world a “self” apart from our corporeal 

existence.  The self which is non-material is based in the very material nature of the 

brain and the non-material self effects the brain, allowing us to do things, seeing for 

example.  The eye works in a most mysterious way to allow us to see colors. 



 ―… yet the particles of light impacting on the retina are 

colourless, just as the waves of sound impacting on the eardrum are silent, and scent 

molecules have no smell. They are all invisible, weightless, subatomic particles of 

matter travelling through space. It is the brain that impresses the colours, sounds and 

smells upon them. ‗For the [light] rays, to speak properly, are not coloured,‘ wrote the 

great Isaac Newton.‖  (Kindle Loc. 3358-61)    

   

The brain is interpreting the impulses the body receives.  The brain which mysteriously 

and even organically is linked with the self imposes meaning on the material and 

immaterial worlds. 

―The first mystery is how the fundamentally similar neuronal circuits in Rachel 

Carson‘s brain conjure from the barrage of colourless photons and soundless pressure 

waves impinging on her senses that vividly unique and unified sensation of that ‗wild 

night all around us‘…‖  (Kindle Loc. 3783-85) 

Thus our brains, quite material in their existence open up to us to 

perceive, remember and organize both the physical and non-materials experiences we 

have in the world.  Le Fanu sees this as part of the great mystery which is ourselves.  We 

discover through science that we are not merely physical beings, but have a true non-

material dimension which introduces into our study of human beings notions of the self, 

the soul, the mind, the heart. 

In this series we considered ideas about truth, evolution and the Church.   We looked at 

the works of two authors commenting especially on evolution.   First,  Dr. Gayle 

Woloschak in her article “The Compatability of the Principles of Biological Evolution 

with Orthodoxy” in the ST. VLADIMIR’S THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY, Vol 55, No. 2, 

http://www.svots.edu/SVTQ


2011.   Second we considered the claims of James Le Fanu in  his book,  Why Us?: How 

Science Rediscovered the Mystery of Ourselves. 

 

Creation of Adam 

While some believers are very troubled by the science of evolution, obviously others are 

not.  A number of evolutionary scientists are theists and many committed Christians 

accept the claims of evolutionary science.  Evolution is a threat to those who insist on 

reading Genesis absolutely literal and as if Genesis was written as a modern science 

textbook. 

Many Christians are not limited by literalism and read Genesis as 

speaking more about what it means to be human than as a history of the first human 

being.  Genesis is about us; it is our story and explains our experience of the material 

world, including such issues as mortality.  Genesis is doctrine in the guise of 

narrative as St. Gregory of Nyssa said.  It can be read as holy story one which reveals the 

meaning of being human: a meaning which is found in and determined by our Creator.  

It is a narrative that connects mortal materialistic creation to divinity and eternity. 

Le Fanu believes that humans are a most wondrous creature -  not that all of creation or 

all other creatures are not wondrous.   Humans however have been endowed by God 

with certain characteristics which give them a special role in creation, a role with the 

http://www.amazon.com/Why-Us-Rediscovered-Ourselves-ebook/dp/B001UPT6WM/ref=tmm_kin_title_0?ie=UTF8&m=AG56TWVU5XWC2
http://www.amazon.com/Why-Us-Rediscovered-Ourselves-ebook/dp/B001UPT6WM/ref=tmm_kin_title_0?ie=UTF8&m=AG56TWVU5XWC2
http://frted.wordpress.com/2010/01/29/god-questions-his-creation-introduction-a/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2010/01/29/god-questions-his-creation-introduction-a/
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Gregory_of_Nyssa


responsibility of stewardship to God in caring for the planet and the creatures with 

whom we share this earth.  Le Fanu contrasts other creatures with us humans: 

―We can imagine things to be different from how they are, and plan 

for our futures. They cannot. We know our beginnings and our end, and recognising 

the fact of our mortality, are impelled to seek explanations for our brief sojourn on 

earth. They do not. We inhabit the spiritual domain centred on the self, the soul, the ‗I‘, 

with its several distinct interconnected parts which, being non-material, and thus not 

constrained by the material laws governing the workings of the brain, is free to choose 

one thought over another or one course of action over another. And that inextricable 

connection between the non-material self and freedom is the defining feature of man‘s 

exceptionality, for we, unlike our primate cousins, are free to forge our own destinies 

to become that distinct, unique person responsible for our actions of which all human 

societies are composed, and from which virtually everything we value flows.‖  (Kindle 

Loc. 4241-47) 

Science, biology, evolution are indeed concerned with the 

material nature of humans.  We are material beings, and to this extent we Christians too 

are materialists.  So is God who becomes incarnate as a man in order to unite all 

humans to Himself.  We are not only material, we are created in the Maker’s image and 

likeness.  We have the breathe/spirit of God enlivening us.  We have been endowed by 

our Creator with intelligence, creativity and procreative abilities which allow us to work 

together with God as co-creators of the present and the future.  We are able to be aware 



of things greater than our limited self.  We have a conscience awareness of ourselves and 

our surroundings.  We can imagine a future.  We understand that death is a limitation 

placed upon us.  We believe in God’s power to overcome death.  We can aspire to things 

of God and of eternity, far beyond the limits of material creation.  God is able to inspire 

in us the knowledge of and desire for the divine life. 

 

 


