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The Philosophical Basis for  
Animal Ethics – Post Lecture Dialogues                                                   
Rob Cook, PhD, MTh, BA (Hons), BA (Hons) and Head of Theology at Redcliffe College 

 

Dialogue 1: “I can well see the attraction of the idea that God created a universe that 
creates itself. But it would seem to me that what was produced had a serious defect, 
which could only be rectified by a costly sacrifice - the death of Jesus. So what then of 
omniscience?...” 
 

On 21 October 2011 14:11, Phil Bourne wrote: 
I very much enjoyed your lecture on Wednesday, but I had some uneasiness about some of 

the points you raised. I can well see the attraction of the idea that God created a universe 

that creates itself. But it would seem to me that what was produced had a serious defect, 

which could only be rectified by a costly sacrifice - the death of Jesus. So what then of 

omniscience? Also I am not entirely convinced that the witness of the Bible support is of such 

an approach. Somewhere along the way one has to recognise that the fall is the result of 

human rebellion. If would be difficult to defend the idea that it was man's fault if it happened a 

long-time before the appearance of homosapieans. Again we are in danger of blaming God 

for the problem. 

 
 
On 21 October 2011 16:23, Rob Cooke replied: 
Thanks Phil, 
 
A question of clarification: where does omniscience fit in? Do you mean omnipotence? 
 
Certainly on-going human rebellion against God has had dire consequences (remember my 
painful pictures at the end of the talk?) but if the discoveries of science are taken seriously 
we cannot blame our ancestors for animal predation nor the entropy of the universe. What's 
your solution? 
 
Rob 
 
 
On 24 October 2011 16:51, Phil Bourne replied: 
Dear Rob, 
  
Thank you for your reply. It gave me the opportunity to think about the issue a bit more. 
  
I think I did mean omniscience. God being all knowing would not create a universe that was 
imperfect, even in the sense of one that made itself imperfect. That would make God more 
akin to the Celestial Toymaker from Dr Who (If you remember that far back).  The implication 
is surely that the fall – or whatever we mean by the concept – was not inevitable. It was the 
consequence of hostile action, firstly resulting from the activity of the rebellious angel, Satan, 
and secondly as the consequence of Adam and Eve’s deliberate disobedience to God’s 
known command. It was not the result of a degenerative process. 
  
I can quite understand why someone today would want to re-interpret the Bible in a way that 
makes sense to evolutionary biology and the supposed great age of the present universe. 
But I am not at all convinced that science, at a fundamental level, has yet unravelled reality.  
I am not a biologist. My own back ground was in mathematics, with a particular interest in 
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cosmology. Certainly in light of current Quantum Mechanical and Relativistic Theory the 
universe at the most fundamental level remains an enigma – an enigma that impacts even 
the working of our minds. (See Roger Penrose’s ‘The Emperor’s New Mind.’ Two 
announcements made this past month to two highlighted this dilemma. Firstly there was the 
announcement from CERN that the search for the Higgs Boson had so far drawn a blank – 
the implication behind that perhaps the fundamental theory of particle physics needs to be 
reassessed. The secondly there was the announcement that someone has observed 
particles travelling faster than the speed of light. Has Einstein’s Theory of Space-Time that 
has soon unchallenged for well over half a century, fallen from grace? 
  
Why is this relevant? Simply because the other sciences are built upon an understanding of 
how the fundamental structure of the universe works. If it doesn’t work at this fundamental 
level, then questions remain as to how well current evolutionary theory is well grounded? 
  
But back to theology – breath a sign of relief. Our understanding of this represent world is 
based on the belief that the present universe was created by a loving, all seeing, all powerful 
being. It is also built upon the belief that universe we find now, is not in agreement with God’s 
original plan an purpose. Our ground for believing this absurd proposition is the Bible.  If we 
want to substitute some alternative view of creation, which leaves room for present theories 
about biology, cosmology, or whatever-ology, then we would expect to find some grounds in 
the scripture for asserting that belief. I am not sure that Process Theology - which you so 
helpfully describe as God making a universe that makes itself - really finds that support in 
scripture. God knew what he was up to when he created the universe, at it seems 
inadmissible that a good God would create something that was fundamentally defective. In 
fact, so defective that it required a costly act the part of God himself – the crucifixion - to 
redeem the current situation. 
  
I don’t really have any special insight into how one reconciles current science with the 
teaching of scripture. On this question I remain agnostic. But I would be cautious of 
dismissing the Genesis narrative a merely an Ancient Near Eastern legend. God is bigger 
than that. 
  
Phil 
  
 
On 29 October 2011 11:01,  Rob Cook replied: 
Greetings Phil, 
  
Thank you for the clarifying and more developed email. Some points in response: 
  

1. 'God being all knowing would not create a universe that was imperfect, even in the 
sense of one that made itself imperfect'. But surely this is what the more traditional 
views hold - that it made itself imperfect through the catastrophic choice of Adam and 
Eve. 
 

2. 'It was not the result of a degenerative process'. Can we not change the model to one 
of emergence and evolution and development rather than degeneration? The 
universe has come a long way from the Big Bang (a misnomer of course since it was 
totally silent)! To be sure it is doomed to heat death as far as we know but the 
Christian story as revealed is that this is but birth pangs of a more excellent cosmos 
rather like the time honoured caterpillar entering the chrysalis, probably feeling that it 
is dying (if it is sentient). This universe is therefore more like an artist's studio full of 
half-finished masterpieces rather than a worn out, collapsing palace. 
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3. I am keen to preserve the notion of a human fall whereby our ancestors chose to 
heed the long established animal instinct of competition and murder - the call of the 
selfish gene, rather than the new voice of the creator urging humans to choose the 
way of community, selfless regard and indeed worship. The results have certainly 
been catastrophic for everything in our path as well as probably the way our brain 
structure has subsequently evolved (we now know that habits and attitudes can 
actually alter the way our synapses are configured). 
 

4. Does our knowledge really have to be exhaustively bottom-up? Our ancestors had 
secure knowledge that certain ancestors preceded them without any notion of 
quantum mechanics! I am assuming that the combined testimony of the best 
geologists, palaeontologists, biologists and more recently, geneticists have 
established evolution theory as beyond reasonable doubt. To be sure there are 
outstanding problems as they themselves would admit such as the origin of life itself 
and I remain convinced that theistic evolution is the best hypothesis. 
 

5. 2 Tim.3.16 suggests we should look to Scripture to get us to heaven holy, not to find 
out about Cosmogony etc. That is not its purpose. There is nothing in Scripture to 
suggest the earth goes round the sun, yet we were right (bumping against Catholic 
orthodoxy) to deduce it. So, I would argue, with the notion that God made a universe 
which creates itself. 
 

6. To conclude that Gen.1-3 is myth is not to dismiss it at all. Poetic language can 
convey much more profound truths than simple scientific description. OT scholars are 
telling us that the genre of this passage is creation myth to correct the myths of 
surrounding nations and the profound teaching contained in it teaches us much about 
the one God as sovereign creator, about the relation between the sexes, our 
responsibility for looking after the earth, our disobedience and its results and many 
other things. 
 

By all means feel free to extend the discussion Phil. Thank you for your stimulating response. 
  
Rob 
 
 
On 31 October 2011 10:11, Phil Bourne replied: 
Dear Rob, 
  
Thank you for your thoughtful reply. I think I better understand where you are coming from. I 
will to think about it a bit more. 
  
Phil  
 
On 31 October 2011 10:19, Rob Cook replied: 
You're welcome Phil. Let's both keep thinking. Warm blessings. 
 
Rob 
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Dialogue 2: “Do we dismiss the concept of Adam and Eve bringing sin into the world 
too quickly, even if there was disease/illness before them?...” 
 
On 27 October 2011 11:04, Bonny Cleasby wrote: 
 
Dear Rob, 
 
My question was, do we dismiss the concept of Adam and Eve bringing sin into the world too 
quickly, even if there was disease/illness before them? For if they sinned, in a perfect 
creation, then surely that imperfection caused everything to become imperfect no matter 
where it was on the timeline (it only takes one drop of ink to taint a whole tank of water). So 
that we can believe that sin (and thus a fallen world) could be retrospective to affect even the 
dinosaurs? For just as Christ's forgiving grace is retrospective, so could sin be. 
 
I think that was it... 
 
Bonny. 
 
 
On 27 October 2011 11:04, Rob Cook replied: 
 
Thanks Bonny for the clarification. 
 
Reverse causation and changing the past is a can of worms and the stuff of much science 
fiction such as 'Back to the Future'. 
 
The philosophical consensus however is that it is and is not possible but not in ways that 
would support your suggestion. It is possible to alter the status of past phenomena. For 
example, my dead father became a grandfather when I had a child so that I can truly tell that 
child about her grandfather. Similarly, one can argue, the status of, say, Abraham changed to 
a 'saved man' after the death of Christ although he lived long before Christ. 
  
However, to ask for the past to be changed materially is like asking for a square circle - they 
are both logically impossible. Part of the definition of the past is that it has happened 
(someone said time is about the movement from necessity [past] to actuality [present] to 
potentiality [future]) and therefore it cannot not have happened by definition. Confused? Let 
Aquinas try to explain when asked whether an omnipotent God could change the past: 

 
There does not fall under the scope of God's omnipotence anything that 
implies a contradiction. Now that the past should not have been implies a 
contradiction. For as it implies a contradiction to say that Socrates is sitting, 
and is not sitting so does it to say that he sat, and did not sit. But to say that he 
did sit is to say that it happened in the past. To say that he did not sit, is to say 
that it did not happen. Whence, that the past should not have been, does not 
come under the scope of divine power. (Summa 1, 25, 4) 

 
So if God can't do it, I reckon Adam couldn't have done it either!! 
 
But keep your thinking cap on, there must be a solution somewhere.... 
 
Rob 
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Please Note: The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not 
necessarily reflect the position of Redcliffe College. 

This and other articles can be downloaded from the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/encounters). 
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