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Critical Realism as the “Middle Way” to Interpretation 

 

 Albert Einstein once wrote to Niels Bohr: ñI [believe] in a world of something objectively existing which I 

try to catch in a wildly speculative way.ò
1
 Karl R. Popper notes that what Einstein ñwas after (though he knew he 

would hardly catch it) was the real world, of which he hoped to give a true description.ò
2
 But capturing a true 

understanding of the real world had suddenly become much more difficult, for with Einsteinôs discovery of special 

and general relativity the picture of the world had dramatically changed. Suddenly physics was faced with the need 

to incorporate both objective and subjective elements within its definition of reality from a scientifically and 

critically realist perspective. The discovery of quantum mechanics and the notion of complementarity, with its 

redefinition of what constituted objective reality at the subatomic level, only heightened this need. Commenting on 

the contributions of physics to the field of metaphysics, Abner Shimony comments: ñIn my opinion the twentieth 

century is one of the golden ages of metaphysics, probably surpassed by the fourth century B.C. in conceptual 

innovations, but probably surpassing all previous ages in the control and precision of the best metaphysical 

thinking.ò
3
 

                                                 
1
In a letter dated 7 November 1944, cited by Karl R. Popper, Quantum Theory and the Schism in Physics, 

from the Postscript to the Logic of Scientific Discovery, ed. W. W. Bartley III (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and Littlefield, 

1982), 102. 

2
Karl R. Popper, Quantum Theory and the Schism in Physics, from the Postscript to the Logic of Scientific 

Discovery, ed. W. W. Bartley III (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and Littlefield, 1982), 102. 

3
Abner Shimony, ñOur Worldview and Microphysics,ò in Philosophical Consequences of Quantum 

Theory: Reflections on Bell’s Theorem, ed. James T. Cushing and Ernan McMullen (Notre Dame: Notre Dame 

University, 1989), 25-26. Shimony, 26, notes that ñat least four important factors can be cited to account for the 

flowering of twentieth-century metaphysics. (1) There has been an unparalleled sharpening of logical, mathematical, 
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 It is within this worldview of blended objective and subjective elements that John Polkinghorne stands as 

scientist and theologian. The purpose of this paper is to briefly and critically compare Polkinghorneôs approaches to 

cosmology and eschatology and examine the influence science and Scripture play in his hermeneutic in the areas of 

cosmology and eschatology. 

 As a scientist, Polkinghorne contends that ñreality is not the same as naive objectivity. . . . In the minds of 

contemporary scientists, the guarantee of reality is not objectivity but intelligibilityðthey believe in electrons 

because their existence makes sense of great swathes of physical experience.ò
4
 

 Polkinghorne, however, is not only a scientist. He is also a theologian, who actively creates a theological 

hermeneutic from his scientific methodology. He bases his hermeneutic on the motto, ñDo not make common sense 

the measure of everything but be prepared to recognise aspects of reality in those modes that are intrinsic to their 

natures, however strange these modes may at first sight seem to be.ò
5
 There are many ways of knowing things, thus 

no universal epistemology exists. Rather the everyday world is known in its Newtonian clarity, while the quantum 

world is known in its Heisenbergian uncertainty.
6
 ñOur knowledge of entities must be allowed to conform to the way 

in which they actually can be known. If we are to meet reality at all, we must meet it on its own terms. If that is a 

lesson applying to our knowledge of the quantum world, it would not be altogether surprising if it were a principle 

that also applied to theologyôs quest for knowledge of the mystery of God.ò
7
 

                                                                                                                                                             
and semantical analysis, which has provided powerful tools for philosophical criticism. . . . (2) The methodology of 

metaphysics has been greatly extended by the use of the hypothetico-deductive method. . . . (3) Parts of the natural 

sciences have been deepened to the point where evidence can be brought to bear in a controlled way upon problems 

traditionally classified as metaphysical. . . . [and] (4) Phenomenological investigations have provided refined reports 

of ordinary experience.ò 

4
John Polkinghorne, Science and Theology (Grand Rapids: Fortress, 1998), 32-33. 

5
John Polkinghorne, Faith, Science and Understanding (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 7. 

6
 Ibid., 3-5; cf. John Polkinghorne, One World: The Interaction of Science and Theology (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1986), 43ff. 
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 Polkinghorne thus seeks a middle way between ñthe clear and certain ideas of the Cartesian modernist 

programmeò and postmodern uncertainty and relativism. ñThis middle way is often called critical realism: ócriticalô 

because it acknowledges the problematics of motivated belief and concedes our inability to rid it of all intellectual 

precariousness; órealismô because it recognises, nevertheless, that we can attain a versimiltudinous grasp of reality.ò
8
 

 

Natural Theology From a Cosmological Perspective 

 Polkinghorneôs search for a middle ground has led him to a redefinition of natural theology. As M. B. 

Foster has shown, there is an undeniable interdisciplinary link between the fields of science and theology that 

contains the presuppositions necessary for dialogue between them.
9
 The point of interaction between these two 

disciplines lies within natural theology. Therefore, Polkinghorne seeks a new definition of natural theology that will 

be faithful to his understanding of science and enlighten his understanding of theologyðparticularly, for the purpose 

of this paper, his understanding of cosmology and eschatology.  

 Polkinghorne begins by differentiating between science and theology:
10

   

Science Theology 

- cumulative - ñeach generation has its own experience of God and its own 

insights into the divine nature,ò thus no generation has a 

better view of God than previous ones; therefore theologians 

must have a ñcontinual dialogue with the pastò 

- conquers ñintellectual territoryò it will not have to give up - ñdivine Subject transcends human observersò 

                                                 
8
Ibid., 33. Polkinghorne agrees with Michael Polanyi (Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical 

Philosophy [Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1958], 214; cited in ibid.): ñThe personal participation of the knower in all 

acts of understanding . . . does not make our understanding subjective. Comprehension is neither an arbitrary act nor 

a passive experience, but a responsive act claiming universal validity. Such knowing is indeed objective in the sense 

of establishing contact with a hidden reality. . . . It seems reasonable to describe this fusion of the personal and the 

objective as Personal Knowledge.ò 

9
M. B. Foster, ñChristian Theology and Modern Science of Nature,ò Mind, 44/176 (1935): 440. 

10
Faith, Science and Understanding, 39. 
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- ability to reach ñversimiltudinousò conclusions that will 

continue to stand in the ñcircumscribed domainò in which 

they have been thoroughly tested 

- ñtranspersonal reality of Godò is not open to manipulation 

or putting to the test 

 

 However, he asserts, ñChristian theological discourse is not cut and dried, utterly prescriptive and allowing 

no room for subsequent intellectual manoeuvre. On the contrary, it encourages a diversity of contributions, while at 

the same time it sets limits to the range of possibilities that the Church can recognise as adequate to its 

experience.ò
11

 Polkinghorne notes that the limitations placed upon theological interpretation are due to ñtheologyôs 

quest for motivated belief rather than indulging in unbounded speculation; they are the theological equivalents of the 

requirements of empirical adequacy that set limits to the range of acceptable scientific theories,ò i.e., Christian 

theology is a ñbottom-up response to religious experience, the search for motivated beliefs.ò
12

 

 On the basis of his scientifically based hermeneutic, Polkinghorne rejects classical interpretations of natural 

theology, which were built around the proofs for the existence of God.
13

 Thus natural theological discourse takes 

place, first, on the basis of ñinsight rather than proof,ò
14

 i.e., empirical evidence.  Martin Heidegger, speaking of 

these proofs, notes that ñfor centuries philosophy has taught that there are four causesò (the causa materialis, the 

causa formalis, the causa finalis, the causa efficiens).
15

 Heidegger wryly adds: ñCertainly for centuries we have 

acted as though the doctrine of the four causes had fallen from heaven as a truth as clear as daylight. . . . For a long 

time we have been accustomed to representing cause as that which brings something about.ò
16

 The church of the 

medieval period (and beyond) maintained a firm belief in the Aristotelian causes as the foundation for its inductive 

                                                 
11

Ibid., 42. 

12
Ibid., 42-43. 

13
Science and Theology, 71; cf. One World: The Interaction between Science and Theology, 41.  

14
Ibid.; cf. One World: The Interaction between Science and Theology, 42. 

15
Martin Heidegger, ñThe Question Concerning Technology,ò in The Question Concerning Technology and 

Other Essays, trans. and intro. William Lovitt (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1977), 6. 

16
Ibid., 6-7. 
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proofs for Godôs existence.
17

 However, modern science and philosophy have reasonably demonstrated that the 

proofs for the existence of God do not in actuality prove anything at all about Godôs possible existence. For 

Polkinghorne, natural theological discourse takes place, first of all, on the basis of ñinsight rather than proof.ò
18

  

 Second, Polkinghorne believes that ñthe new natural theology looks to the ground of all scienceôs 

explanation, the laws of nature that it has to take as the assumed and unexplained basis for all its explanation, and it 

asks whether there is more to be understood about these laws beyond their mere assertion.ò It does not hold a rival 

position with science or try to answer ñessentially scientific questions but it serves as a complement to science, 

going beyond the latterôs self-limited realm of enquiry and addressing metaquestions, that arise from scientific 

experience but which transcend the bounds of scientific understanding alone.ò
19

 

 Polkinghorne sees his starting point for the discussion of natural theology as differing from classical 

interpretations. He notes that in the medieval approaches of Anselm and Aquinas natural theology proceeded from 

the ontological argument, e.g., Anselm argued for ñGod as that being óthan which no greater can be conceived,ôò and 

Aquinas developed ñfive waysò that point to ñwhat all call Godò as the ground of all existence. The ontological 

argument was thus built around the question of existence or being. In the second revival of natural theology, 

William Paley developed the argument from design, pointing to God as the divine clockmaker.
20

 Polkinghorne, 

however, sees that the third revival of natural theology is concerned with the cosmological argument, ñat root, the 

discussion of Leibnizôs great question, óWhy is there something rather than nothing?ôò
21

 

 As noted, the arguments from ontology, design, and cosmology are ancient arguments. Theism was built 

around the ideas that ñ(a) one and only one-all powerful God exists, (b) that this single God created the universe and 

                                                 
17

 Cf. James Hutchison Stirling, Philosophy and Theology, The First Edinburgh Gifford Lectures 

(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1890), second lecture. 
18

Faith, Science, and Understanding, 71. 

19
Ibid. 

20
Ibid., 69-70. 

21
Science and Theology, 71. He notes that, significantly, this third revival is not solely, or even primarily, 

occurring within theology, but ñmore at the hands of the physical scientists than at the hands of the theologians.ò 
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is the ultimate reason for or explanation of all that is, and also (c) that God remains active and everywhere present 

(óimmanentô) in his creation, sustaining it in being, answering prayers, causing miracles on special occasions, and 

revealing himself and his purposes to mankind both in special revelations (e.g. through Abraham or Jesus or 

Mahomet) and in the general human experience of the divine.ò Thus Christian theism believed that ñ(a) and (b) were 

reasonable beliefs because they are supported by the arguments and evidence set out in natural religion.ò
22

 J. C. A. 

Gaskin maintains that the two most popular of these arguments throughout the history of Christianity for the proof 

of the existence of God have been the arguments from design and cosmology. The argument from design postulates 

that the natural order and purposes found in the universe are the result of a vast intelligent being. The argument from 

cosmology, which is actually a number of different arguments, developed from the idea of the formal cause. 

Inherent within the cosmological argument are the notions that ñóthe causal sequences of the universe must have a 

first causeô, or óthe contingent things which are the universe must be held in being by an entity which necessarily 

existsô and so on.ò
23

 David Hume, in his writings on religion in the eighteenth century, however, effectually disputed 

the validity of either of these arguments to prove the existence of God.
24

 Why, then, does Polkinghorne revive the 

cosmological argument? 

 Polkinghorne justifies his starting point from cosmology by noting that  

in relation to total accounts of reality, there are fundamentally just two options for the choice of an 

explanatory starting point: either the óbrute factô of the physical world itself, including its natural 

laws (the solution advocated by Hume), or the óbrute factò of the will of a divine Agent (the 

solution of theism). What has given rise to the revival of natural theology is the insight that the 

laws of nature possess certain characteristics that have resulted in their being seen not to be 

sufficiently intellectually satisfying and complete in themselves alone. Instead, their form raises 

questions going beyond scienceôs power to answer, so that they are felt to point beyond science to 

the need for a deeper and more comprehensive understanding. This feeling is induced by two 

insistent metaquestions . . . : óWhy is the physical world so intelligible to us?ô and óWhy are its 

laws so finely tuned to the possibility of a fruitful history?ô Putting it more briefly, óWhy is 

                                                 
22
J. C. A. Gaskin, ed., ñIntroduction,ò in Principal Writings on Religion including Dialogues Concerning 

Natural Religion and The Natural History of Religion, David Hume (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), x. 

23
Ibid. xi. 

24
David Hume, Principal Writings on Religion including Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion and The 

Natural History of Religion, ed. and intro. J. C. A. Gaskin (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
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science possible?ô and óWhy is the universe so special?ô
25

 

 

 Polkinghorne is careful to discern between classical interpretations of cosmology and his own scientifically 

based understanding. In the classical sense, the very existence of the world was explained by the presence of ña God 

who possessed being itself (and therefore stood in no need himself of a further explanation).ò
26

 Further, there was no 

clear explanation as to why this being should not be attributed to the cosmos.  

 In Polkinghorneôs scientifically based sense, however, the cosmological argument has become 

cosmological insight and ñfocuses on the intelligibility of the world, the way in which its patterns interlock with the 

patterns of our thinking, so that we can understand the world in which we live.ò
27

 Thus Polkinghorne justifies his 

position on cosmology by an appeal to the ñbeautifulò and ñstrikingò nature of science. Science would only appeal to 

an explanation in which the cause of the cosmos was ñitself essentially rational. This would be provided by the 

Reason of the Creator, which establishes the common ground for the observed rationality of the world and the 

experienced rationality of our minds, guaranteeing their mutual coherence. This insight gains cumulative force if we 

widen our view beyond that of science to recognize that we know the world also to contain beauty, moral obligation 

and religious experience. These also find their ground in the Creatorðin his joy, his will and his presence.ò
28

  

 

From Science to Theology: Polkinghorne’s Hermeneutic  

for Understanding Cosmology 

 

 Polkinghorne suggests that, from the perspective of a modest natural theology, it is, then, possible to make 

an examination of  ñthe laws of nature, the ground rules of the cosmic game,ò and to consider the suggestions that 

they raiseðmetaquestions, he notes, that go beyond the scientific but which it is possible for theism to answer. Thus 

natural theology does not claim that these answers are ñlogically inevitable,ò but that they are ñinsightful and 

intellectually satisfyingða response that ñcorresponds to the insights of a modest natural theology, an argument 

                                                 
25

Science and Theology, 71-72. 

26
One World: The Interaction of Science and Theology, 79. 

27
Ibid. 

28
Ibid. 
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pointing from the world to God.ò
29

  

 Polkinghorne finds justification in his dialogue with science and theology for employing a biological 

explanation for the question of origins. In biology, the concern is with ñthe processes and occurrences of the 

physical world, in particular those of evolutionary biological history.ò
30

 This aspect moves the point of discussion 

from  

the ground rules to the cosmic game itself, as it has actually been played out on planet Earth. 

[Therefore,] the task is to accept the scientific story at its own level but to propose an alternative 

metainterpretation of that story, read out from the belief that behind it lie the creative purposes of 

God. Because of the complexity of the biological story, the argument now being discussed has to 

point from God to the world. In other words, we are no longer concerned with natural theology but 

with a theology of nature.
31

 

 

 Polkinghorne formulates his cosmology based on his subtle move from natural theology to a theology of 

nature as follows:  

The laws of nature are so designed that they will lead to the coming-to-be of self-conscious and 

God-conscious beings. However, the precise form of these beings was not laid down by divine 

decree from all eternity but it results from the operations of chance, the historically contingent 

development of that fertile endowment, bringing it to a particular fruition. The universe is not 

Godôs puppet theatre in which a predetermined script is being inexorably enacted, but it is the 

arena of improvization in which creation is allowed óto make itselfô, to discover and realize its 

potentiality through the shuffling explorations of possibility. The costliness and blind alleys of 

evolution are the necessary price to be paid for this open, exploratory creation.ò
32

 

 

 As Polkinghorne unpacks his cosmological insights, the nature of his hermeneutic begins to show itself. He 

justifies his position as critical realist on the basis of three primary factors:
 33

 

(i) his position as a theologian which necessarily demands his ability to recognize different levels 

of reality, e.g., scientific, aesthetic, moral, and religious experience and which is verified 

scientifically by Bohrôs theory of complementary;  

 

                                                 
29

Science and Theology, 77. 

30
Ibid. 

31
Ibid., 77-78. 

32
Ibid., 79. 

33
Science and Theology, 14-16. Cf. Alister E. McGrath, Nature: A Scientific Theology, vol. 1 (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001). 
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(ii) his belief in the relationality of objects within reality, which is supported scientifically by his 

use of (a) complementary theory, through the implied irreducible indeterminancy and probablistic 

potentiality inherent in the theory and through the use of (b) chaos theory, which allows him to 

accept the idea of an open universe in which God does not act in predetermined ways,
34

 and which 

he justifies (c) theologically by appeal to the interrelationality of the divine Trinity as three 

relational Beings; 

 

(iii) his widening of the limits of critical realism from a solely objectivist approach to include 

subjective aspects of reality. 

 

 These points relate to his cosmology in the following ways. First, Polkinghorne reformulates the traditional 

concept of creatio ex nihilo because, he contends, the universe is not made out of some stuff called nihil, but that 

ñthe universe is at all times held in being, rescued from the abyss of nothingness, by the divine will alone.ò
35

 Thus, 

the concept of creatio ex nihilo refers to ñthe preservation of creation from ontological collapse, . . . the work of the 

Creator in the mode of divine transcendence.ò
36

  To the concept of creatio nihilo he adds the idea of creatio 

continua, the continuing unfolding of the universe through the process of evolution. While God is present in the 

evolutionary process, he is not its ñsole determinant,ò allowing it, instead, to ñómake itselfô through the shuffling 

explorations of contingencyðbut as the source and guide of its fruitfulness.ò Thus the natural processes ñare 

expressions of Godôs will.ò
37

 Therefore, the work of the Creator in creatio continua is one of divine immanence.
38

 

Thus the act of creation is one of continuing development.  

 Polkinghorne criticizes creationists for their too strict reading of the Gen 1 and 2 accounts: 

Too great a concentration on the first two chapters of Genesis, or an inadequate interpretation of 

them, has sometimes misled Christians into placing undue emphasis on a doctrine of creation 

conceived as a doctrine of temporal origin. Hence the erroneous thought that big bang cosmology, 

with its dateable point of departure for the universe as we know it, has a superior value for 

                                                 
34
For Polkinghorne, ñchaos theory shows that most systems are not reliable mechanical óclocksô, but rather 

they are ócloudsô, so sensitive to circumstance that the slightest disturbance will totally change their future behavior. 

Entities of this degree of delicacy can never be isolated from the effects of their environmentò (Ibid., 46). 

35
Science and Theology, 80. 

36
Ibid., 81 

37
Ibid., 80. 

38
Ibid., 81. 
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theology over the steady-state theory, which essentially supposed the universe to have been 

everlasting. . . The doctrine of creation is a doctrine of ontological origin. Just as we have learnt to 

understand Genesis 3 as a statement of manôs ever-contemporary experience of alienation from the 

ground of being, rather than an aetiological explanation of that experience as the consequence of a 

catastrophic past event, so we must understand from Genesis 1 and 2 that the world and its process 

are a continual expression of the creative will of God.
39

 

  

 In other words, Polkinghorne reaffirms his belief that the starting point of dialogue between the sciences 

and theology is cosmological in natureðnot ontological or teleological (or from design). 

 However, Polkinghorne is, from a scientific perspective, chiefly a physical scientist. Therefore, due to his 

use of complementarity (i.e., the idea that ñcontrasting accounts, each in principle complete in itself, can be given of 

the same set of phenomena,ò
40

 an idea invoked by the physicist Niels Bohr), is able to attribute to God the various 

subjective elements of reality that relate to aesthetics, morality, and religious experience. In other words, these 

elements of reality are not included in the evolutionary process but are evidence of Godôs presence in the world.
41

 

 In addition, Polkinghorne proposes an open universe based upon his understanding of quantum 

indeterminancy. He believes that ñactive information might prove to be the scientific equivalent of the immanent 

working of the Spirit on the óinsideô of creation. The spiritual character of divine influence would correspond to pure 

input of information. . . , with the absence of energetic input delivering the concept from the theologically 

unacceptable character of making God just an invisible cause among physical causes.ò
42

 However, he warns that  

any account of Godôs agency that locates the causal joint within the cloudiness of unpredictable 

physical process has the consequence that acts of special providence cannot be isolated and 

itemized. It is not possible to disentangle the causal web, asserting that God did this, a human 

person did that, and nature did the other thing. Faith may be able to discern but inspection cannot 

demonstrate divine action of this kind. There are also realms of physical process that are free from 

unpredictable ambiguity, such as the rotation of the Earth and the succession of the seasons. 

Phenomena of this kind will be undisturbed in their regularity, serving as signs of the faithfulness 

of the Creator.
43

 

 

                                                 
39

John Polkinghorne, Science and Creation (Boston: Shambhala, 1989). 

40
Ibid., 31. 

41
Science and Theology, 82. 

42
Ibid., 89. 

43
Ibid., 90. 
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From Scripture to Theology: Polkinghorne’s Hermeneutic 

for Understanding Eschatology 

 

 The joining together of Polkinghorneôs physical scientific perspectives with theology allow him a second 

hermeneutical trajectory when reading Scripture. Polkinghorneôs scientifically based view of the origin of the 

cosmos ñpresents us with the picture of a universe that, despite its present fruitfulness, will eventually end in the 

futility of cosmic collapse or decay.ò
44

 In order to avoid this ultimate cosmic end in which nothing survives, 

Polkinghorne revisions traditional concepts of creation so that they will be faithful to his scientific methodology and 

yet retain elements of God-directedness. First, as discussed above, he expands the traditional notion of creatio ex 

nihilo to include creatio continua. 

 For Polkinghorne, the traditional concept of creatio ex nihilo refers to ñthe preservation of creation from 

ontological collapse, . . . the work of the Creator in the mode of divine transcendence.ò
45

 What Polkinghorne means is that 

ñthe universe is at all times held in being, rescued from the abyss of nothingness, by the divine will alone.ò
46

 Polkinghorne 

justifies his position by stating:  

When quantum cosmologists gaily characterize their notion of the universe as an inflated vacuum 

fluctuation as being the scientific equivalent of creatio ex nihilo, they entirely miss the point. A 

quantum vacuum is not nihil, for it is structured by the laws of quantum mechanics and the 

equations of the quantum fields involved, all of which the theist will see as existing solely because 

God decrees that this should be so.
47

 

  

 Because the world did not come into being ñready-made,ò but rather evolved over long ages, Polkinghorne has 

added the notion of creatio continua, ñcontinuing creation unfolding throughout cosmic history.ò
48

 The role of God in this 

unfolding, evolutionary process is to be present, ñnot as its [the worldôs] sole determinant, for an evolving world is a 

creation allowed by its Creator to some degree to ómake itselfô through the shuffling explorations of contingencyðbut as 

                                                 
44

John Polkinghorne, The God of Hope and the End of the World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002, 

xviii. 

45
Science and Theology, 81. 

46
Ibid., 80. 

47
Ibid. 

48
Ibid. 



 

 12 

the source and guide of its fruitfulness. The work of the Creator continues, not least through the natural processes that are 

expressions of Godôs will.ò
49

 For Polkinghorne, the idea of continuous creation demonstrates that the divine role of the 

Creator ñis not tied to any particular instant but, on the contrary, it is an enduring relationshipò
50

 and points to his mode of 

divine immanence. Thus the act of creation is one of continuing development.
51

  

 To those who might protest the presence of evil, carnage, and destruction, Polkinghorne replies that the creation 

of the world, including humanity, was not anthropically centered. This means that what happens on our tiny world, and in 

particular to human beings, is only one small part in the equation.
52

 ñA world allowed to make itself through the 

evolutionary exploration of its potentiality is a better world than one produced ready-made by divine fiat,ò because the 

ñmalfunctions and blind alleysò help to ñstimulate human spiritual growth and development.ò
53

 Thus ñGod acts but does 

not overrule. The Spirit guides, but with a gentle respect for the integrity of creation.ò
54

 Therefore, Polkinghorne justifies 

the presence of murder and disease by acknowledging that although such incidents go against the will of the Creator, ñthey 

are allowed to happen by divine permission in a world that is not the creation of the Cosmic Tyrant.ò
55

 

 In addition to its rather blundering development, which has resulted in ñat least five major mass extinctions 

to which the fossil record testifies,ò
56

 the universe is faced with ña highly problematic future. Its long-term history is 

controlled by the competing effects of expansion (the óexplosiveô consequences of the big bang) and gravity 

(drawing matter together).ò
57

 Due to the delicately balanced nature of these two tendencies, it is uncertain which will 

                                                 
49

Ibid. 

50
Ibid., 81. 

51
Ibid. 

52
Ibid. 

53
Ibid., 94. 

54
Ibid., 95. 

55
Ibid. 

56
The God of Hope and the End of the World, 8.  

57
Ibid. 



 

 13 

predominate in the end. If expansion predominates, then cosmic history will last forever. However, eventually 

everything will grow steadily colder, more dilute, and eventually ñall will decay into low grade radiation.ò On the 

other hand, if gravity predominates, expansion will eventually be halted and reversed and the universe will cease to 

exist. ñWhat began with the big bang will end with the big crunch, as the universe implodes into a cosmic melting 

pot. . . . [Thus] however fruitful the universe may seem today, its end lies in futility.ò
58

 It is at this point that 

Polkinghorne finds a challenge to which theology must respond. While God may allow the universe to ñmake itself,ò 

at some point he must decisively step into the picture to save the cosmos from certain destruction. Thus ñif the meta-

story [that there is an ultimate fulfilment in Godôs creation] that theology seeks to tell is to carry conviction, it will 

have to include elements of both continuity and discontinuity in the linkages that it makes between the present 

universe and its destiny beyond its death.ò
59

 

 Polkinghorne thus asserts that the ultimate future does not belong to science, but to divine faithfulness. The 

presence of continuity and discontinuity each point to something beyond the ultimate futility of scientific 

extrapolation: continuity to the idea that divine faithfulness will intercede to prevent the ultimate destruction of the 

cosmos, and discontinuity to give hope that the next world will not simply be a repetition of this present one.
60

  

 Polkinghorne believes that ñeschatological discontinuity will not be so abrupt as to be an apocalyptic 

abolition of the old, wiping the cosmic slate clean in an act of almost magical tour de force and so severing all 

connection between the old and the new.ò
61

 Rather, there will be a sufficient continuity that will arise ñex vetere, out 

of the old, as the latterôs redemption from futility.ò Discontinuity will be present so that ñthe new is not just a 

repetition of the old, as if it were just a further turning of the evolutionary wheel of change brought about through 

death and decay.ò
62

 Thus the new world, while also having a developing history, will be characterized by ñpersisting 

                                                 
58

Ibid., 9. 

59
Ibid., xviii. 

60
Ibid., 12. 

61
Ibid., 15. 

62
Ibid. 
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fulfilment rather than transient coming-to-be.ò
63

 

 It is in the eschatological question that Polkinghorne feels most strongly the need to turn to Scripture, for 

ñeschatology is particularly dependent on the imaginative power of symbol for the framing of its discourse as it 

seeks to speak of ówhat eye has not seen and ear has not heard.ô . . . Refusal to make use of this resource would be a 

severe impoverishment.ò
64

  Polkinghorne sees significant linkages in Scripture between creation and Christology, 

between eschatology and resurrection. He states: ñThe equally necessary continuity between the old and new 

creations lies in the fact that the latter is the redeemed transform of the former. The pattern for this is the 

resurrection of Christ where . . . the Lordôs risen body is the eschatological transform of his dead body. This implies 

that the new creation does not arise from a radically novel creative act ex nihilo, but as a redemptive act ex vetere, 

out of the old.ò
65

 

 Polkinghorne sees two important consequences flowing from this understanding. First, there is ñthe 

pressing question of why the Creator brought into being this vale of tears if it is the case that God can eventually 

create a world that is free from suffering.ò
66

 His answer to this question is that ñGodôs total creative intent is seen to 

be intrinsically a two-step process: first the old creation, allowed to explore and realise its potentiality at some 

metaphysical distance from its Creator; then the redeemed new creation which, through the Cosmic Christ, is 

brought into a freely embraced and intimate relationship with the life of God.ò
67

 

 The second consequence that Polkinghorne sees is the clear establishment of the value of the old creation, 

ñsince it affords the raw material for eschatological transformation into the new creationò
68

 and thus a need for care 

of this present worldôs environment. 
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Conclusion 

 Polkinghorneôs choice of a cosmological approach to natural theology drives his theological output and 

necessarily limits it. Therefore, he cannot accept a literalistic or temporally based interpretation of the Genesis 

accounts of creation as being faithful to scientific insight and evidence. The part played by these accounts is to point 

beyond science and the innate abilities and potentialities of the universe to create itself to the one who gave it these 

abilities. Therefore, the Genesis accounts are able to draw an ontological picture of Godôs involvement, but are not 

to be understood as being scientifically valid. Further, the universe was not predetermined or preformed. Thus one 

cannot scientifically read a design argument from the Genesis accounts. Polkinghorne, therefore, does not consider the 

ontological or design arguments to be scientific in nature. This does not mean that he does not find ontological or 

teleological arguments present in the text of Scripture, but rather that he excludes them from scientific discussion and thus 

they are not the basis for his hermeneutic when speaking of the origin of the cosmos. 

 Additionally, Polkinghorne does not consider the question of sin (Gen 3)
69

 as playing a role in the presence of 

cosmic suffering or to be the reason for the cosmosôs eventual destruction and recreation. Such a view would destroy his 

scientifically based hermeneutic in which God-directed evolutionary processes are allowed to prevent God from 

ultimately being responsible for unnecessary suffering and thus detract from his benevolence. Further, his view allows 

God to be simultaneously determinative and nondeterminative, allowing the cosmos to share in this present creation in 

the process of making itself, but redeeming it from its blundering ways in the second by bringing it to successful fruition 

without the evolutionary process. Polkinghorne notes that ñthough the new creation is the transform of the old creation, 

the distinction between the two must be as sharp as that between death and resurrection.ò
70

 

 However, when speaking of eschatology, Polkinghorne looks first to Scripture. Here theology describes 

what it can about the new creation, while science fulfills a more modest role in clarifying what will be the necessary 

degree of continuity between the old and new creations required for the scriptural prediction of a coming eschaton.
71
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The reason why he seems to reverse his methodology at this point is due to the unknownness of the future. Science 

cannot describe a future with any hope. If one is to accept the fact that God will recreate the world, then one must go 

to Scripture for assurances that this will indeed happen.
72

 Thus Polkinghorne intentionally contradicts science and 

makes it subservient to theology in formulating his understanding of eschatology. 

 Polkinghorneôs bold approach to eschatology is significant. As both scientist and theologian, he is faced 

with the difficult question of how to remain faithful to the dictates of science and yet stay within the scope of 

biblical revelation. Therefore, his cosmological view, while remaining evolutionary in nature, is modified to include 

a watchful God who thoughtfully allows an open universe. Such a universe allows for growth, development, and 

even apparent blundering mistakes in order to insure free human will. But such a universe, Polkinghorne concludes, 

is ultimately transient and nonanthropomorphically oriented; tragically, it must eventually destroy the very life it 

has, under Godôs direction, formed unless another solution can be found. At this point, Polkinghorne can no longer 

look to science as directional, for to do so would make divine revelation null and void. Further, it would present a 

bleak and daunting future, completely devoid of hope. Finally, it would make the Christian claim of a resurrected 

and redemptive Christ a silly tale, a mere ñopiate of the masses.ò  

 The primary evidence for the eschaton, and thus for a hopeful future, to Polkinghorne, is the birth, life, and 

resurrection of Christ as recorded in Scripture.
73

 Because the Bible is not a convenient, divinely dictated handbook 

in which to look up answers, but is ñthe record of the persons and events that have been particularly open to the 

presence of divine reality and through which the divine nature may most transparently be discerned,ò
74

 then 

humanity has reason to retain hope that what the Scripture says about a coming eschaton will also come true. 

 Thus Polkinghorne seeks to find a ñmiddle groundò between the often opposing disciplines of science and 

theology. But in doing so, he must incorporate a dual hermeneutic within his system. Where hope is called for, 

Polkinghorne incorporates Scripture as foundational for explanation; where objectivity is necessitated, he makes 
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science the grounding methodology. By placing a resurrected, and presumably divine and still living, Christ within 

the scope of objective history, he finds it reasonable to hope for a developing, but nonevolutionary, future. In this 

future new creation, there is no transient coming-to-be, but rather complete fulfillment. Thus he is able to 

simultaneously justify the presence of evil in this present creation and to retain a benevolent God by incorporating a 

modified evolutionary cosmology and a scripturally based eschaton within his system of thought. Thus Polkinghorne 

has achieved what he believes to be a ñversimiltudinous grasp of reality,ò a grasp of reality that is faithful to both 

science and divine revelation. 


