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Essay Questions

Winter 2005 (Bowen)

Essay 1. Essay 1 covers Rocks of Ages by Stephen Jay Gould. Choose one of the questions below as the topic of your essay. Let me know if you would like to write an essay on another topic.

A. Describe what Gould means by NOMA. What are Gould’s arguments in favor of NOMA? Does he give any examples of NOMA being applied? Does he give any examples of NOMA being ignored? What does he have to say about these last examples? Is NOMA a complete separation, or does NOMA allow interaction between science and religion at their boundary?

B. Is Gould’s NOMA consistent with our present emphasis on specialization? How would a Greek philosopher feel about NOMA? According to Gould, could NOMA have been suggested in the Middle Ages? What do you think would happen to NOMA if scientists started to explain, in a natural way (that is, not in a supernatural way) how our ethical values came into being, due to evolutionary pressures?

C. Describe Gould’s attitudes towards science on the one hand, and religion on the other. In having chosen to be a scientist, has Gould made a choice between the two? What does Gould have to say about his having made a choice? Does he show concern about religion? How does he show concern, or not? How do Gould’s attitudes about science and religion compare to your own views?

D. Describe the history of the effort to include religion, creation science and/or intelligent design in science classes in the public schools. On what basis have the courts rejected these efforts? How does Gould’s principle of NOMA apply?

E. Does Gould advocate NOMA (a) as a matter of convenience, to allow a scientist to concentrate on his specialty with a clear conscience, or (b) does he claim that it is a positive belief that will protect and benefit society? Cite examples from the book that support Gould’s choice of (a) or (b).

F. Describe the two reasons that Gould gives as to why others have resisted NOMA. Give your own views on each reason.

G. Describe the examples that Gould gives in which evolutionists violated NOMA.

Essay 2 (four-credit Directed Study only) covers Can a Darwinian be a Christian, by Michael Ruse. Choose one of the questions below as the topic of your essay. Let me know if you would like to write an essay on another topic.

A. What is Ruse’s answer to the question that the title of the book asks? Can Darwinism accommodate all varieties of Christian belief? Are there particular problems for Christianity in Darwinism?

B. For one of the areas below, compare the conflict and agreement between Darwinism and Christianity:

a. The existence of suffering, pain and evil.

b. Free will and determinism

c. Randomness and design

C. According to Ruse, what areas of Darwinism cause the greatest problems for Christian beliefs?

D. Are humans predestined, or do we have free will, or is there some combination? Discuss what these terms (“predestined,” “free will”) mean by themselves. How does the author argue that both can exist at the same time?

E. Where do your own beliefs fall in the range described by the author, both for Darwinism and for Christianity? Which parts of the range, in each case, do you have particular problems with?

Essay 3 covers When Science Meets Religion, by Ian G. Barbour, and the separate articles on the course web site. Choose one of the questions below as the topic of your essay. Let me know if you would like to write an essay on another topic.

A. Which one of Barbour’s four categories does Stephen Jay Gould fall into? How does Barbour categorize himself? How would Gould categorize Barbour? Give specific examples from each book to support your case.

B. Olson points out that Newton’s theories, which Newton developed with a religious motivation, later formed the basis for a mechanical universe without God. Brooke gives some examples and reasons for this shift. Describe how this change happened, and give reasons for it.

C. Using Barbour’s analysis as a basis, describe where your own views about science and religion fall, within Barbour’s classification.

D. Pick one of the historical figures we have examined in IST 2420, such as Plato or Aristotle, and describe where you think their view fall within Barbour’s classification. Give reasons from the course readings to support your views.

E. The existence of evil and suffering in the world has always been a problem for those believing in an omnipotent (all-powerful), omniscient (all-knowing) and benevolent (kind) deity. Describe the various approaches that Barbour gives towards resolving this conflict. Describe your own beliefs in this area, and which of Barbour’s approaches comes closest to yours.
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