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Joel R. Primack and Nancy Ellen Abrams. The View
fromtheCenter of theUniverse. New Y ork: Riverhead
Books(Penguin), 2006. Pp. 386. ISBN 1-59448-914-
9. $26.95, hardback.

Thisisone of the consistently most interesting,
insightful, and powerful books | have encountered.

Often cultural cosmologies, whichtell about the
significance of human life in the order of things, are
distinguished from scientific cosmol ogies, which de-
scribe the origin and nature of the universe based on
evidence assembled in astronomy and astrophysics.
Rarely doesacosmological vision haveroomfor both
cultural and scientific concerns. The View from the
Center of theUniverseisanexception. Itisthoroughly
grounded in the new scientific vision of the cosmos
that has emerged in the past twenty yearsor so, yet it
is sensitive to the need humans have for world orien-
tation through myths, and it offers acompelling case
for the significance of humansin cosmicevolution. It
is one of those rare books having the power to trans-
form one's understanding of self and world.

Primack’ s scientific credentialsare solid. Heis
one of the devel opers of thetheory of cold dark matter
and hasservedinleadershiprolesin prominent profes-
sional organizations. Hiswife, Nancy Abrams, isa
gifted writer, lawyer, and consultant to governments
onscientific matters. Thebook isaproduct of acourse
they have co-taught at the University of California,
Santa Cruz, for adecade. Their writing reflects their
concern to be intelligible to non-specialists, yet their
footnotes often introduce the more technical aspects
of the topic at hand and point to a rich reservoir of
further resources. Their lucid proseis augmented by
helpful illustrations and symbols. Four of the key
drawings are available on the web at http://
viewfromthecenter.com, and other helpful supple-
ments to the book are also available there.
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Inaway, theaim of the Primack and Abramsis
very close to what Michael Polanyi attempted to
achievein Personal Knowledge. Inreaction against
the false aobjectivism of his time that eliminated
human significance, Polanyi described human in-
volvement in all knowledge and set human achieve-
ment in cosmic evolutionary perspective in Part
Four. Primack and Abrams do not concentrate on
epistemology as Polanyi did, but like Polanyi, they
attend to our religious longings while setting their
vision on solid scientific ground. Their aimis*“not
only to help people understand the universeintellec-
tually, but alsotodevelopimagery that wecanall use
to grasp this new reality more fully and to open our
mindstowhat it may meanfor our livesand thelives
of our descendents” (8).

The book is divided into three parts: Cosmo-
logical Revolutions, The New Scientific Picture of
the Universe, and The Meaningful Universe. The
first part chroniclestheevolution of cosmology from
thinking in terms of a flat earth, to the medieval
notion of the heavenly spheres in which human
existenceiscentral, to the post-Newtonian notion of
avast realm void of meaning. The authors describe
the fecund cosmological imagination of the ancient
Egyptians with genuine appreciation for “the atti-
tude that multiple non-dogmatic inter pretations of
the cosmos are more inspirational than a single
arbitrary story” (48). They also attend to Hebrew
and Greek cosmologica myths, but perhaps the
shamanic worldview of the Huichol Indiansgarners
their greatest appreciation among early flat-earth
myths. Their stories*” cultivateasense of kinship, of
organic connection, with the universeitself” (35), a
connection that has unfortunately been severed in
recent centuries.

In recent years many people have called for a
new meaning-supporting myth embracing science—
Loyal Rue, for instance, or Thomas Berry and Brian
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Swimme. Typicaly the story of evolution has been
highlighted as at the core of the needed myth, not the
more inclusive vision of the cosmos featured in the
work at hand.

Without modern scientific cosmology, no
people, no matter how wise, creative, and
good, can createamythiclanguagethrough
which theuniverse can speak to our global,
science-based culture. We need to work
together to achieve a cosmic perspective
that can inspire avision powerful enough
to master the technological forces that
threatenour survival. Whatever mythmight
emerge, if it is science-based, it won't
stand still.  As long as the universe ex-
pands, the myth must absorb, betossed out
by, or else be enfolded in larger under-
standings. No myth is for al time, but
mythmaking is. (36)

In light of the subject matter of this issue of
Tradition and Discovery, it isinteresting to note that
Primack and Abrams, when describing the history of
scientific thought, strongly oppose the relativism as-
sociated with Thomas Kuhn and his postmodern suc-
cessors. The authors contend that, with few excep-
tions, revol utionary “ scientific theoriesdo not haveto
overthrow their predecessors except in the earliest
stages of sciencewhen ascientific theory isreplacing
earlierideasthat werenot well supported by evidence”
(24-25). New scientific theories encompass older
theories by defining the limits within which the older
theory istrue. In emphasizing the progress of science
toward ever-larger truths, the authors are again in
harmony with Polanyi’s vision.

Part Two sets forth the contemporary vision of
the cosmos with greater clarity than any other work
with which | am familiar. This cosmological vision
requires conceptualization that lies well outside our
earth-evolved intuitive patterns of thinking. The Big
Bang is described as a phase transition from eternal
inflation, a phenomenon that is hypothesized to exist
“beyond” our ream of space-time. Much of the

density of our universeis constituted by dark energy,
aforcewithin spacethat expandsit at ratesbeyond the
speed of light. As asecond member of the “Double
Dark” theory, dark matter provides the gravitational
attraction that has led to the formation of stars and
galaxies. Only about half of one percent of all matter
and energy constitutesthevisibleuniversewithwhich
our senses potentially have some direct contact.

While the cosmos seems to be a very strange
place, the authors take great pains to show that it is
possible, and indeed vitally important to our survival,
for humanstofeel adeep connectiontothiscosmos. In
many respects, humans are said to occupy a central
place within the evolving cosmos. “The only place
beings with a consciousness like ours can ever feel
ourselves belonging to the universe is at the center.
But the longing to be central is not what makes us
central: thestructure of theuniversemakesuscentral”
(272). Weareroughly midway betweenthemicroand
the macro worlds when these are analyzed in term of
orders of magnitude. Ours “turns out to be the only
size that conscious beings like us could be. Smaller
creatures would not have enough atoms to be suffi-
ciently complex, whilelarger oneswould suffer from
dow communication” (161) — and the consequent
inability to respond asindividuals quickly enough to
survive certain environmental hazards. Humans also
live on aplanet at the midpoint of our planet’s career
when it offers maximum hospitality for complex life.
Its relative stability and maintenance of correct tem-
peraturetoallow lifeto evolveindicatesweexist at an
extraordinary point in cosmic space and time. We
necessarily “live at the center of our Cosmic Spheres
of Time” (271), which also is the peak period for
learning about distant galaxies now beginning to dis-
appear over the cosmic horizon. Finaly, weliveat a
crucia ecological moment when it isimperative that
we develop a responsible, humble vision of our im-
pacts on the earth, a vision that can be enhanced by
cosmic insights and metaphors.

Primack and Abrams make a brief but powerful
pitch for the importance of a scale sensitive vision of
things. At every few increasing orders of magnitude,
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theincreased complexity makesfor emergent features
that aredifferentinkind thantheir components. Many
thinkers fall into Scale Confusion (for example, ap-
plying Newtonian physics to the whole universe) or
Scal e Chauvinism (of which reductionismisonevari-
ety), thought that typically uncritically projects con-
cepts that are useful at the human scale but inad-
equately relate to reality at other scales. Rather than
think only in parochial terms, “on€’ s thinking should
alwaysbeon alarger scalethan one’ sactionsif those
actionsare to be meaningful. To act wisely globally,
we must think cosmically” (252). At the top of our
needs as a people now is to apply scale-appropriate
cosmic metaphors so asto foster sustainable prosper-
ity that stretches beyond the mundane here and now.
“This planet is so diverse that the way to deal with
global problemsis not to impose global solutions but
to cultivate the common ground of a large-scale goal
and encourage small-scale, decentralized solutions,
appropriatetodifferent situations, created by different
kinds of people inspired by that goal” (265).

In this review | can only begin to suggest the
richness of The View fromthe Center of the Universe.
Not everyone will be convinced that humans inhabit
the extraordinary place in the cosmos the authors
arguefor. Indeed, they quiteopenly proclaimthat they
only provide a basis for seeing human existence as
meaningful, but that individuals can equally choose
despairing or authoritarian views of existence. They
never claimto present an artistically compelling myth
that might capture our imaginations, but they do think
they providethe groundsfor meaning-rich myth mak-
ing that has the great advantage of being groundedin
whatisreal. Inmy view, they successfully realizethis
aim; they do provide “the opportunity to see every-
thing afresh through a new cosmol ogical lens’ (297).

Walter Gulick
wgulick@msubillings.edu
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Francisco J. Ayala. Darwin and Intelligent Design.
Facets Series. Minneapolis: FortressPress, 2006. Pp.
xi +116. ISBN: 0-8006-3802-6. $7.00. paper.

Initially invoking the names of Thomas, Augus-
tine, and John Paul |1, Ayala enters into current de-
batesabout I ntelligent Designinorder to establish that
(1) religious faith and science are not incompatible
withoneanother and (2) that Intelligent Designisboth
bad science and bad religion that preys upon faithful
peopleof goodwill. Inmaking hiscase, Ayalalargely
proceedschronologically, devoting thefirst chapter to
an appreciative but critical discussion of William
Paley’s argument from design, faulting it most seri-
oudly for dismissing the extent of imperfections in
nature (8). Ayala then spends four chapters in a
comparatively detailed exposition of evolutionary
theory. He summarizes Charles Darwin’s account of
evolution by natural selection (chapter 2), sets out
additional evidence for the theory (chapter 3), pro-
videsan overview of human evolution (chapter 4) and
examines more closely the mechanism of natura
selection (chapter 5). Ayalaisespecially keentomake
the point that evol ution does not happen randomly but
incrementally via natural selection, a process that
preserves adaptive changes in organisms. As an
example, Ayalaoffersaplausible account of how the
complex eye emerged over time rather than as the
result of adesigner’swork (66-7).

Thisexamplehintsat what isto come, for having
spent several chapters on evolution, Ayala turns to
Intelligent Design (1D), devoting but asingle chapter,
the sixth, to that theory. Therein Ayalaidentifiesthe
major proponents of |D and respondsto their claims.
First, he attacks the way proponents of ID juxtapose
“theory” with“fact,” thusdistorting theuseof theterm
by scientists (72-77). Next, heattacks claimsthat the
intricate complexity of living creatures, especially
that of the eye, bacterial flagellum, and blood coagu-
lation, istoo much to be explained by chance (80-85).
Finally, he presses the issue of oddities and deficien-
ciesinnaturethat argueagainst intelligent design (85-
89).



Ayala concludes with a chapter devoted to
the topic of belief. Intending to show that faith and
science do not haveto conflict, hefinds supportinthe
writings of key figuresin Christian history (August-
ine, A.H. Strong, Pius X11 and John Paul I1), aswell as
statements made on the topic by mainline Protestant
denominations (PSUCA and ELCA), and the Central
Conference of American Rabbis. Hethenturnsto a
brief history of court cases dealing with creationism
and ID; notably, supporters of creationism and 1D
have lost them all. He concludes by explaining how
scienceismethodologically naturalisticandtherefore,
the excesses of some scientists aside, cannot speak
meaningfully about religious beliefs and their impli-
cations.

Promising a cogent, rigorous argument that es-
tablishes his pair of theses, Ayaa delivers a more
historical reflectionthat givesaninordinate amount of
attentionto evolution, withmorephilosophical reflec-
tions appended to the end. The relative lack of
attention to I D givesthe appearance of bias (deserved
or not) and leaves the book open to such criticism.
That criticism itself may not be fair, however. His
treatment of evolutionary theoriesis clear and acces-
sibletoapopular audiencethat likely needstobemore
informed about exactly what evolutionary theories
claim than what ID is about. Furthermore, although
histreatment of ID iscomparatively brief, hisrejoin-
ders succeed in large part because of the groundwork
laid in the previous chapters on evolution.

Conceptually, themost problematicclaim Ayala
makesis that religion and science can be easily com-
partmentalized. Whilethereissometruthtotheclaim
that religion and science are radically different dis-
courses, Ayala fails to acknowledge that this “solu-
tion” to the conflict between science and religion has
itsown problems. First, it cannot adequately explain
why conflict between science and faith seems so
intransigent and occurs so frequently. Secondly (and
perhapsrelatedtothefirst), ittakesavery un-Polanyian
position that does not acknowledgethat faith or belief
of some sort underlies even scientific knowing. Re-
gardless, the book will serve asauseful, concise, and

lucid introduction to theories of evolution, aswell as
arejoinder to the claims of 1D, even if it begs addi-
tional philosophical and theological questions.

Paul Lewis
LEWIS PA@Mercer.edu

Brian D. McLaren. A Generous Orthodoxy. Grand
Rapids: Zondervan/Y outh Specialties, 2004. Pp. 297.
ISBN: 0-310-25747-6. $19.99, hardback (also avail -
able as a 2™ edition, 2006. ISBN 0-310-25803-0.
$14.99, paper).

Brian McLaren hasbecomearespected leader in
the Emerging Church movement, a loosely-allied
“community” that isrethinking Christianity inand for
a post-modern culture. Holder of an MA in English
from the University of Maryland, McLaren taught
college English from 1978-1986, when he became
founding pastor of Cedar Ridge Community Church
in the Baltimore-Washington area, aposition he held
until 2006. He now devotes his time to writing and
speaking on avariety of topicsrelated to theemerging
church (for more biographical information, see
www.brianmclaren.net). Theauthor of several books,
McLaren in A Generous Orthodoxy represents a con-
fession of faith that he thinks is both faithful to the
wider Christian tradition and appropriate for a post-
modern age.

Thebook isdividedinto two sections, thefirst of
which addresses the topic, “Why | am a Christian.”
Herein, McL aren recounts “the seven Jesuses | have
known,” from that of conservative protestants to the
Jesus of liberation theologians (summarized effec-
tively in achart on pp. 64-5). He then explores some
of the implications of that variety, from which he
concludes that Jesus needs to be saved from what
Christians have done to him (101). In the second
section of the book, McLaren describes the kind of
Christian heis, using adazzling and provocativearray
of terms. Hedescribeshimself asmissional, evangeli-
cal, post/protestant, liberal/conservative, mystical/
poetic, biblical, charismatic/contempl ative, fundamen-
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talist/ Calvinist, Anabaptist/Anglican, Methodist,
catholic, green, incarnational, depressed-yet-hopeful,
emergent, and unfinished. While the juxtapositions
may not always make intuitive sense, what remains
constant isMcLaren’ sdriving desireto, in hiswords,
“find a way to embrace the good in many traditions
and historic streamsof Christianfaith, andtointegrate
them, yielding a new, generous, emergent approach
that is greater than the sum of its parts’ (18).

Throughout thebook, McLarenwritesinaclear,
non-technical language that demonstrates a high de-
gree of fluency with the Christian tradition in its
variousincarnations. He hasobviously done substan-
tivereading on church history and history of Christian
thought. Hisoften playful prose embodiesthekind of
irenic spirit and generosity that he thinks should char-
acterize an authentic orthodoxy, which does not mean
that heisnot critical of various expressions of Chris-
tianity. For example, he criticizes both ultra-conser-
vativeand liberal versionsof Christianity whileat the
same time remains generous in the sense of being
willing to learn from both (Chapter 8). Overal,
McLaren comes across as a master bricouleur who
wantsto overcome the dichotomousthinking so char-
acteristic of the modern world.

If thereisanintellectual failingin hiswork, itis
that which plaguesmost worksof bricolage. McLaren
does not always identify the principle(s) of selection
by whichheidentifiesthegood of variousChristianities,
although he sometimes appeal sto “the spirit of Jesus’
(120) or thelimits of languageto communicate God’' s
nature (151). Neither doeshe articulatein detail how
disparate convictionscan be held together coherently.
For example, he notes that what connects Anglicans
and Anabaptistsisthat in different waysthey haveall
resisted modernity (212). That isan intriguing obser-
vation, but aretheir ways of resisting compatiblewith
one another? These “faults’ may represent fuzzy
thinkingonhispart (atypical criticismof post-modern
works), or a failure of imagination in people too
deeply formed by modernist ways of thinking and
seeing (atypical post-modernist rejoinder to critics),
or some combination of these and other factors. |
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wonder, however, if there might be another more
Polanyianexplanation, i.e., that McLarenknowsmore
than he can say.

Regardless, | bring up Polanyi becausethisbook
will be of interest not only to those who follow
contemporary developmentsin Christianity and who
areinterested in the phenomenon of post-modernism,
but also to those who follow the work of Michael
Polanyi. Why? Because McLaren’swork explicitly
draws from Polanyi at some points and shows affini-
ties with Polanyi’s ideas at others. Furthermore, |
suspect that greater use of Polanyi would strengthen
McLaren’ sresponses to those who complain because
they do not know how to categorize him.

McLaren explicitly draws from Polanyi’s dis-
cussion of tacit knowing to treat orthodoxy as the
“internalized belief” by which many Christians live
and from which they attend to theworld (32-33). He
again mentions Polanyi by name when he reflects on
what it might mean to allow Jesus to be a master
teacher. Here, McLaren adapts Polanyi’s ideas to
describe religious traditions as practices or ways of
life or apprenticeships through which we develop
personal knowledge (87).

Besides these explicit references to Polanyi,
McLaren shows affinities to Polanyi at two points.
The first isin the terminology that McLaren uses to
describe himself. McLaren explicitly calls himself
post-critical instead of post-modern (18). Although
from the context it isnot clear that he usestheterm as
Polanyi does, thechoiceof languageisintriguing. The
context suggeststhat post-critical meansfor McLaren
an attempt to form anew whole out of the mixed bag
of the past—which does not altogether seem to be
what Polanyi means by the term (and is not exactly
consistent with McLaren’ sown stated aim not to seek
a“blended” Christianity but a hologram Christianity
[66]). Nevertheless, McLaren does seem to be post-
critical in the Polanyian sense in that he wants to
combine some of the pre-critical, fiduciary dimen-
sions of traditional, orthodox Christian faith with the
results of modern historical consciousness (see for



example his discussion of orthodoxy, 28-30). Inthe
end, while McLaren may not use the term exactly as
Polanyi does, he appears to embody the post-critical

spirit.

Secondly, McL aren’ schapter onemergenceech-
oes' Polanyi’s(and Teilhard’ s) understandings of the
emergence of the noosphere. McLaren, drawing ex-
plicitly from the work of Ken Wilber, argues that
reality is multi-leveled so that new levels “embrace
and build on” rather than exclude earlier levels with
the result that human consciousness emerges out of
previous levels (279-280).

One point at which M cLaren might benefit from
closer attention to Polanyi is on the topic of indwell-
ing. McLaren is correct, | think, to treat religious
traditions, at their best, as entitiesin which we dwell
tacitly andfromwhichweattend toand understand the
world. What ismissing from hisdiscussion, however,
isany attention to the other part of that dynamic, i.e.,
breaking out. Weindwell inorder to break out, apoint
Polanyi makesexplicitly about religiousworship (PK,
198) and a point that McLaren embodies, even if he
doesnotarticulateit. Hisgenerousorthodoxy doesnot
passively indwell what most would consider tradi-
tional orthodoxy. Instead, the latter is something out
of which he breaks, without at the sametime severing
histiestoit.

In the end, McLaren’s A Generous Orthodoxy
providesathoughtful , articul ate account of an emerg-
ing way of thinking about Christian faith that ad-
dressesimportant philosophical, theological, and his-
torical issuesin away accessible and inviting to lay
audiences. Of particular interest to readers of Tradi-
tion and Discovery, the book demonstrates a sugges-
tive way in which Polanyi’s ideas can be used to
understand the dynamics of religiouslife. Atitsbest,
the book model sthe generous and ecumenical spirit it
advocates, even if it does not provide the detailed
argument that philosophers and theologians might
prefer. Asakind of mediating theology, it remainsto
be seen whether agenerous orthodoxy can survivethe
centrifugal forces that H. Richard Niebuhr suggests

inevitably undo all such theologies. Regardless of
what their ultimatefatemight be, however, McLaren’s
confessionsarewell worth dwellinginfor the present.

Paul Lewis
LEWIS PA@Mercer.edu
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