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Chapter 6

Cosmological Theories and the Question
of the Existence of a Creator
John L. Bell

In the words of G.K. Chesterton, ‘The Cosmos is about the smallest hole that a man can
hide his head in.” And indeed, when engaged in cosmological speculation, one’s mind
seems to expand to encompass the universe. As Lev Landau observed: ‘Cosmologists
are often in error, but never in doubt.’

Since the dawn of civilization, the question of the origin of the universe has
exercised human thinking. In one early Egyptian creation myth, for example, we are
told how the sun god Ra conjured up the world from Nu, the swirling watery chaos:

Heaven and Earth did not exist. And the things of the earth did not exist. I raised ... them
out of Nu, from their passive state. I have made things out of that which I have already
made, and they came from my mouth.

In a Vedic hymn, Reality or Being is proclaimed as having ‘arisen from Nothing’.
By contrast, in Jaina cosmology time has no beginning; the universe, uncreated, has
always existed. In Plato’s 7imaeus the universe is conceived as not having existed
cternally, but as having been created at some past time by a demiurge acting on pre-
existing substance. We are all familiar with the arresting first line of Genesis: ‘In the
beginning God created the heaven and the earth.” Augustine took this to mean that
nothing whatsoever existed before its creation by God, that God created the world
— space, time, substance — ex nihilo.

In Newtonian cosmology, space, time and, perhaps, matter also have always
existed; but at some point in the past God acted to introduce order into the universe.
Newtonian cosmology was essentially static; the universe was not conceived, in
the large, as having a history: while God may have intervened at some past time,
the moment of intervention could be placed indefinitely far back. In the Newtonian
scheme, moreover, space and time themselves, were, like God, sempiternal, and
so not subject to the problem of origin. Thus the origin of the universe could be
consigned to ‘minus infinity” and the question safely ignored.

Einstein retained this changeless conception of the universe when he first applied
general relativity to the problem of cosmic structure. Indeed he went so far as to
introduce a force of ‘cosmic repulsion’ into his mathematical models, when he found
that, in the absence of such a force, his equations had no solutions corresponding to
a static universe with a uniform non-zero matter distribution. He later remarked that
the assumption of changelessness seemed unavoidable to him because ‘one would
get into bottomless speculations if one departed from it’." With hindsight, one can
see how right he was!



110 Religion and the Challenges of Science

In the 1920s the static view of the universe was shaken by two discoveries,
one theoretical, the other empirical. In 1922 the Russian mathematician Alexander
Friedmann, and, independently, the Belgian cleric Georges Lemaitre in 1927 showed
that Einstein’s equations have non-static solutions with uniform matter distribution,
corresponding to a continually expanding universe. Lemaitre suggested that the
universe had evolved by expansion from an initial highly compressed and extremely
hot state, which he called the ‘primeval atom’ — the first explicit formulation of
what later came to be known as the ‘Big Bang’. In 1929 Edwin Hubble, in apparent
ignorance of Friedmann and Lemaitre’s theoretical results, found the first evidence
of such an expansion, observing a red shift in the spectrum of galaxies in direct
proportion to their distance from us. Hubble’s observations seemed at first to
indicate that the expansion of the universe had begun only a billion or so years ago,
contradicting the evidence from radioactivity in rocks that the earth’s crust must be
at least 5 billion years old. Happily, this conflict was resolved by a later revision of
the distance yardstick based on stellar luminosity, which resulted in the origin of the
expansion being pushed back to a point some 15 billion years in the past.

Thus did theoretical physics and observational astronomy together contrive to
put the ‘bottomless speculations’ concerning the origin of the universe firmly back
on the agenda. That science seemed to support the idea that the universe had an
origin of some kind naturally appealed to cosmologists of a Christian persuasion,
among whom E.T. Whittaker and E.A. Milne were prominent. Whittaker held that
God created the universe from nothing:

When the development of the system of the world is traced backwards by the light of
laws of nature, we arrive finally at a moment when that development begins. This is the
ultimate point of physical science, the farthest glimpse that we can obtain of the material
universe by our natural faculties. There is no ground for supposing that matter ... existed
before this in an inert condition, and was in some way galvanized into activity at a certain
instant: for what could have determined this instant rather than all the other instants of
past eternity? It is simpler to postulate a creation ex nihilo, an operation of Divine will to
constitute Nature from nothingness.’

In 1951 Pope Pius XII cited Whittaker’s assertion of the consonance between the
Christian tradition and the picture of the expanding universe as providing scientific
evidence for the Catholic world view.

Cosmologists of an agnostic turn of mind — a majority, I would surmise — were
understandably disturbed that their discoveries could be used, plausibly or not, as a
prop for traditional theology. In particular the ‘Big Bang’ scenario, by postulating
a ‘beginning’ to the existence of the universe, seemed to offer new and alarming
support for the venerable cosmological argument for God’s existence. This argument
traditionally assumes the following form: (i) whatever begins to exist is caused to
exist by something else; (i) the universe began to exist; (iii) therefore, the universe
was caused to exist, and the cause of its existence is (called) God.

Anxious to avoid entanglement in such scholastic disputes, many physicists
welcomed the formulation of the ‘steady-state’ theory of the universe in 1948 by
Bondi, Gold and Hoyle. This provided an alternative to the ‘Big Bang’ scenario —a
term introduced with derisory intent by Hoyle in 1950, which ironically caught on






