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Research Question:
What are the resonances between contingent order in Torrance’s theology and contingent
history in Rudwick’s account of the emergence of geohistory in 19th-century geology?

This project juxtaposes the work of Martin Rudwick and T. F. Torrance.
• My research question is: What are the resonances between contingent order in Torrance’s theology and contingent
history in Rudwick’s account of the emergence of geohistory in 19th-century geology?
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Thomas F. Torrance

“The universe is contingent for it does not exist of
necessity: it might not have been at all and might
very well have been different from what it is. Yet in
coming to be, the universe is characterised by an
open-structured order which partakes of contingence.” (p. 85)

For theologians, Torrance needs no introduction.
• Torrance explored the principle of contingent order at length in publications like these. Torrance contrasts contingent
order with the couplet of chance and necessity throughout his writings, as in
• this book, where he wrote: “The universe is contingent for it does not exist of necessity: it might not have been at all
and might very well have been diﬀerent from what it is. Yet in coming to be, the universe is characterised by an
open-structured order which partakes of contingence.” (p. 85)
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Chance and Necessity

Aristotle, Physics (Bk II),
Posterior Analytics (Bk I)

Regularities:

Necessity

Demonstrative
knowledge
(logical/causal)

Rare occurrences,
unique events,
singularities:

Chance

Unintelligible,
irrational

Divine wisdom,
Mind of God,
Fates, or
Natural laws

Divine will
(arbitrary,
capricious)

Contingent order is the alternative to Aristotle’s understanding of the natural world in terms of chance and necessity.
For Aristotle, regularities in the natural order occur by necessity. We can achieve demonstrative knowledge of their
“reasons why,” in logical and causal terms, only if it is impossible for them to be otherwise. This necessary order of
things reflects the perfection of divine wisdom, or the “mind of God,” or the immutable laws of nature.
• In contrast, rare occurrences, unique events, or singularities, arise by chance by definition. By their very nature, they
are unintelligible. No rational reason can explain them, or why, if they occur at all, they do not occur regularly. Rare
events reflect an arbitrary and capricious divine will.
• So for Aristotle and many later philosophers, then, the natural order reflects a combination of chance and necessity.
In this view, only those things that occur by necessity are natural and may be known. Things that occur by chance
are unnatural and may not be known, by their very nature.
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Tradition:

Contingent order
(Love of God)

Necessary order

Regularities:

Divine freedom to love
in covenant faithfulness

Necessity
(Mind of God)

Rare or unique
events,
singularities:

Divine freedom to love
in covenant faithfulness

Chance
(Will of God)

Methodologies:

Empirical/historical
Causal reasoning,
component essential
logical demonstration
“intelligible in retrospect”

The early church, in contrast, rejected explanations of the natural order in terms of chance and necessity, even when
necessity was couched in exalted terms as “the Mind of God.”
• They created an alternative conception of nature as contingent order, an expression of divine freedom and love.
• The regularities of the natural order, which might have been otherwise, express God’s freedom to love in covenant
faithfulness.
• But so do rare events. Rare events, no matter how random they may appear, are no longer by chance.
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Tradition:

Contingent order
(Love of God)

Regularities:

Divine freedom to love
in covenant faithfulness

Necessity
(Mind of God)

Rare or unique
events,
singularities:

Incarnation
Creatio ex nihilo

Chance
(Will of God)

Empirical/historical
component essential

Causal reasoning,
logical demonstration
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Contingency

Methodologies:

Necessary order

So for us, “contingency” is not synonymous with chance in the ontological sense. Events that appear to us to occur by
chance actually express God’s freedom in covenant love. This is nowhere better seen than in
• the Incarnation and creation from nothing. These are two paradigm examples of rare or, rather, unique events. Yet
even though they are singularities, they are not unintelligible, they are not arbitrary or capricious actions of divine will,
but they are intelligible in retrospect, on the same grounds as the regularities, namely God’s divine freedom to love in
covenant faithfulness.
• To know God’s covenant faithfulness, we must open ourselves to the results of empirical and historical investigation,
for we cannot put God in the box of a priori causal reasoning or necessary logical demonstration. There was nothing
logically or causally predictable about Bethlehem or Calvary, but they are intelligible in retrospect in terms of divine
freedom to love in covenant faithfulness.
• “Contingent order,” then, refers to intelligible order that might have been otherwise. BOTH the regularities of the
natural order AND the rare occurrences that might seem to be by chance are alike contingent. It’s a package deal.
Contingent order is the opposite of both chance and necessity. Unlike necessity, contingent order might have been
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otherwise. Unlike chance, contingent order is intelligible and meaningful, but in retrospect. To aﬃrm contingent order
is to dispense altogether with the polarity of chance plus necessity in which necessity, the Mind of God, the Fates or
any other form of determinism is set against chance, the arbitrary Will of God, and the inherently unknowable.
Torrance contrasts contingent order with the couplet of chance and necessity throughout his writings.
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Contingent Order

Theology’s interdisciplinary dialogue:

■ Contingent order of the creation
■ Rational unity of the creation
■ Contingent freedom of the creation
Every side of a box arises from the
nature of the box (kata physin)

Theology

In Ground and Grammar of Theology and elsewhere, Torrance identifies
• theological principles that support legitimate and constructive dialogue with other disciplines. These connections
include
• contingent order, which might have been otherwise.
• Torrance also refers to rational unity,
• and contingent freedom, as motifs which theology oﬀers in relations with other disciplines.
• Imagine that any scientific discipline is a rectangular box.
• Every side of a box arises from the geometrical definition or nature of the box.
• Let’s imagine that theological science is a yellow box.
• And that the left side of the theology box might be principles like the three just mentioned.
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Interdisciplinary relations

Robert Simson, Euclid (Glasgow, 1781)

Now imagine that a single box is divided into two smaller boxes. In this case, the blue connecting surface arises from
both boxes by their nature or definition, and so belongs to both of the smaller boxes. The blue side shared in common
is a kata physin connection between the left box and the right box.
• George Davie cites this geometrical exercise to illustrate the distinctive way Euclid was studied in the Scottish
universities.
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Theology’s interdisciplinary connections:

■ Contingent order of the creation
■ Rational unity of the creation
■ Contingent freedom of the creation

Divine freedom

C
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Empirical inquiry

So let the common surface be the principle of contingent order. On the side of theology, the principle arises as
• a corollary of divine freedom to love, to preserve God’s prerogative to establish the created order however he
pleased. If there was divine freedom in the creation, if God had a choice in making the universe, then nature is
contingent, not necessary, which means that it could have been other than it is, diﬀerent from however we reason it
out to be.
• But a principle of contingent order is also derived by the natural sciences, as a result of their own inquiries. The
natural sciences hold theories provisionally and recognize the need for empirical inquiry. Because the natural order is
contingent, armchair reasoning to the best possible world is not enough. In addition, scientific inquiry happens to
disclose singularities or rare events that prove enduringly meaningful and do not need to be explained away.
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Three Streams

Science Stream
Tradition:

Contingent order (Love of God)

Regularities:

Divine freedom to love:
Might have been otherwise;
Intelligible in retrospect

Rare or unique events,
singularities:
Methodologies:

Empirical component essential

Basil
Augustine
Peter Damian
Duns Scotus
John Calvin
Francis Bacon
Pierre Gassendi
Blaise Pascal
Robert Boyle
Isaac Newton
Samuel Clarke
James Clerk Maxwell

Necessary order
Necessity
(Mind of God)
Chance
(Will of God)
Causal reasoning,
logical demonstration

Parmenides
Plato
Aristotle
Ibn Rushd (Averroës)
Peter Abelard
Rene Descartes
G. W. Leibniz
Voltaire
Stephen Hawking

Two conceptions of the natural order, as arising either from divine freedom and love (on the left), or from divine
necessity or “The Mind of God” (on the right), throw light on the development of natural science from Basil and
Augustine to Robert Boyle, Newton, and to Maxwell and on to our own time. Many other names could be added to
these lists. The two camps are not always cleanly divided; there has always been a field of contested relations in
between the two. The dialectic between divine freedom and necessity is one of the leading themes in my survey
courses in the history of science.
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Science Stream
Tradition:

Contingent order (Love of God)

Regularities:

Divine freedom to love:
Might have been otherwise;
Intelligible in retrospect

Rare or unique events,
singularities:
Methodologies:

Empirical component essential

Basil
“Voluntarist”
Augustine
Peter Damian
Duns Scotus
John Calvin
Francis Bacon
Pierre Gassendi
Blaise Pascal
Robert Boyle
Isaac Newton
Samuel Clarke
James Clerk Maxwell

Necessary order
Necessity
(Mind of God)
Chance
(Will of God)

“Intellectualist”
“Voluntarist?”

Causal reasoning,
logical demonstration

Parmenides
Plato
Aristotle
Ibn Rushd (Averroës)
Peter Abelard
Rene Descartes
G. W. Leibniz
Voltaire
Stephen Hawking

“Rationalist”
“Intellectualist”

The tradition of divine freedom is sometimes called “voluntarist,” referring to the will of God. And the tradition of
• divine necessity is usually called “rationalist” or “intellectualist” because of the way it emphasizes the Mind of God.
However, keep in mind that history is complicated, and so these terms must be used with recognition of their
elasticity.
• In particular, sometimes “voluntarist” is used to refer to the divine will with an emphasis on its arbitrary or capricious
character, which would be the same as chance.
• In that usage, the interplay between intellectualist and voluntarist traditions would be no diﬀerent than chance vs.
necessity.
• It is more helpful historiographically and more appropriate theologically, to employ the category of contingent order
as arising from divine freedom to love. But like “Puritan” or “Augustinian,” historical terms like voluntarist or
intellectualist cannot be pinned down with sweeping, unchanging definitions. Even the terms of debate were
contested.
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Three streams

Tradition:

Contingent order (Love of God)

Regularities:

Divine freedom to love:
Might have been otherwise;
Intelligible in retrospect

Rare or unique events,
singularities:
Methodologies:

Empirical component essential

Scientific
Duns Scotus
stream
Georges Florovsky
Karl Barth, CD III.1
Theological
John Baillie (1952)
stream
Eric L. Mascall (1956)
Thomas F. Torrance
Stanley L. Jaki
Michael Foster
Francis Oakley
Amos Funkenstein
Margaret Osler
Historiographical
Martin Rudwick
stream
John Henry

Necessary order
Necessity
(Mind of God)
Chance
(Will of God)
Causal reasoning,
logical demonstration

Basil
Augustine
Peter Damian
Duns Scotus
John Calvin
Francis Bacon
Pierre Gassendi
Blaise Pascal
Robert Boyle
Isaac Newton
Samuel Clarke
James Clerk Maxwell

Under contingent order, in addition to the scientific stream, we might also consider
• a theological stream, and
• a historiographical stream. These are a few of the notable figures one would want to read
• in those streams, including Torrance and Rudwick.
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Martin J. S. Rudwick

Martin J. S. Rudwick
b. 1932
Bishop’s Castle, Shropshire

Now to Rudwick. For historians of science, Rudwick needs no introduction. These classic works are still in print from
the University of Chicago Press, and rightly so. And he wrote much else besides.
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Martin J. S. Rudwick

■ Geology, Trinity College, Cambridge (1955-67)
■ Historian of Science, Cambridge (1967-74)
■ Professor, Vrĳe Universiteit, Amsterdam
(1974-80)

■ Academic nomad (short-term
positions,1981-85):
Hebrew University, Tel Aviv; Trinity College,
Cambridge; Institute for Advanced Study,
Princeton

■ Professor, Princeton (1986-87)
■ Professor, Univ. of California, San Diego
(1988-98)

■ “Retirement” in England, 1998 – present

Back in 1955, Martin was Cambridge’s youngest don. Martin began his career as a paleontologist. This photo
shows Martin one year ago at his home in Bishop’s Castle, Shropshire. He is holding a Scientific American
issue from 1964 in which he argued for continental drift and an Ice Age before the Cambrian period. On the
basis of Martin’s study of living and fossil brachiopods, he also argued for a Permian mass extinction event,
years before these then-controversial theories became accepted.
• Martin then moved from paleontology to the history of science in 1967, much to the dismay of scientific
colleagues around the world. Yet by doing so, he shaped the development for the last half century not only
of the field of the history of geology but also of the history of science more generally.
• After distinguished sojourns at the Free University in Amsterdam, the Hebrew University in Tel Aviv,
Princeton University (multiple times), and the University of California San Diego, he returned to England in
“retirement” and produced the two thick volumes that are his magnum opus.
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Martin J. S. Rudwick
LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT
History of Science Society:
Sarton Medal
Geological Society of London:
Sue Tyler Friedman Medal
Geological Society of America:
Mary C. Rabbitt History of
Geology Award

Martin J. S. Rudwick
b. 1932
Bishop’s Castle, Shropshire

Société Géologique de
France: Prix Wegmann
International Union of
Geological Sciences:
Tikhomirov Medal

Martin has received the Sarton Medal for lifetime achievement from the leading international association for
the history of science.
• In addition, he has received lifetime achievement awards in the history of geology, from the Geological
Societies of London, of America, of France, and the International Union of Geological Sciences. To my
knowledge, no other individual has ever received all four of these prizes, let alone the Sarton Medal. Rudwick
is the most distinguished historian of geology, worldwide, and is an eminent historian of science more
generally.
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Contingent order

Oxford International Symposium, 1979
(at Christ Church, held in memoriam Michael Foster)

“Divine and Contingent Order”

“Senses of the Natural World
and Senses of God”

Back in 1979, Torrance and Rudwick both participated in an Oxford International Symposium held at Christ Church,
Oxford.
• Both contributed to the volume of proceedings which resulted from the conference, published in 1981. As we have
noted, Torrance’s paper published there was an essay on contingent order. The topic was certainly a focal point of
discussion, for the conference was called in tribute to Michael Foster. The 20th century discussion of the intellectual
history of contingent order was catalyzed by the “Foster thesis,” articulated through several articles Foster published
in the 1930’s.
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Contingent order

Rudwick and Torrance, two contemporaneous top-tier scholars, pursued parallel lines of inquiry, both eventually
producing magisterial works on contingent order,
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one from the side of geology and one from the side of theology. My project, as an inquiry in intellectual history, seeks to
set their work in relation. The resonance between them is NOT an argument from nature to God, that the right side of
the box exists because of the left side; nor an instance of the argument from design; nor a geological version of fine
tuning. Rather, the common surface arose from both boxes, each by its own nature, as a result of its own scientific
inquiries, and is recognized historically, a posteriori.
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Temporal sensibilities

Contingent order —> Contingent history
“DIRECTIONALIST”
Does history have a
direction?
Would a time machine
visiting different times
and places be able to
tell a difference?

■ How did a Christian sensibility of time shape western culture?
■ Pagan: Cyclical time

■ Chance and necessity
■ Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return
■ Incarnation: Directionalist history

■ Augustine, City of God
■ Historical significance
■ Contingent history: unique and utterly novel events in a meaningful and
irreversible sequence

■ “keep on endlessly creating one new and dissimilar thing after another.”
(Bk. XII, ch. 19)

Let’s consider the relation between contingent order and contingent history.
• Many intellectual historians have considered how a Christian sensibility of time has shaped western culture.
• Let’s pause a moment on the term “directionalist.” Does history have some kind of direction, an arrow of time? Is it
linear? This does not mean that it is programmed or determined. Rather, simply this: would a time machine visiting
diﬀerent times and places be able to tell a diﬀerence, or would everything be pretty much the same?
• Pagan perspectives of time tended to be cyclical, as a deterministic wheel of fate and fortune,
• driven by a combination of chance and necessity
• as discussed by Mircea Eliade in his classic study The Myth of the Eternal Return. If you were to step into a time
machine, and travel back to any period of time, you would find yourself at some point in a repeating cycle, like in the
movie Groundhog Day, except there would never be any release; it would never end. For a modern example: some
cosmologists are so averse to the directionalism of Big Bang cosmology that they want to subsume it within an
infinite cycle of repeated Big Bangs, despite the inaccessibility of other Big Bang cycles to our observation. Their
ultimate temporal sensibility is cyclical rather than directional.
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• In contrast, a Directionalist sense of history was imparted by Christian theological reflection upon the Incarnation.
• Augustine’s City of God stands as a classic formulation of a conception of directionalist history. As the Roman
empire was crumbling all around, Augustine argued against the fatalism of cyclical time by oﬀering a profound view
of
• historical significance. The end of the empire was not the end of the world or cause for despair. The same is true in
our day with respect to the crumbling of “Christendom,” falsely so-called. The whole world is God’s; we have no
cause for despair, even in a time of pandemic. But Augustine went beyond merely directional or linear time, and
argued for history, that is,
• contingent history, meaning that time consists of unique and utterly novel events in a meaningful and irreversible
sequence. Arguing against the idea of infinite cosmic cycles and the eternity of human existence, in the City of God
Augustine aﬃrmed that by his will
• God could “keep on endlessly creating one new and dissimilar thing after another.” This aﬃrmation was a radical
statement, a manifesto of a new historical sensibility, made conceivable by the Incarnation, for the Incarnation was
the most new and dissimilar event ever. For Augustine nature is contingent order; not a necessary, self-existing
being; it had a beginning and was created from nothing. History is the same way. For Augustine, the temporal
succession of events also occurs neither by chance nor by necessity. Time has become a creature, our sister, like
nature. As a consequence, the present becomes a unique, contingent moment. The present moment is contingent,
in that it might have been otherwise. Yet the present moment is also intelligible, even though it is unique and utterly
novel. The Christian vision of directional and contingent history was hugely influential, not only for western ideas of
history and progress, but also for the eventual development of the historical sciences.
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Contingent Order

Geohistory

Contingent Geohistory
“DIRECTIONALIST”

Terminology

Does history have a
direction?
Would a time machine
visiting different times
and places be able to
tell a difference?

Development
DIRECTIONALIST

Contingent
history

Time
Machine

Example

Periods
Buffon’s
cooling globes
unique
Not
“Geohistory”
predictable

CYCLIC

Periods recur

Lyell’s climate
theory

STEADY STATE

Periods the
same

Jefferson

Let’s transpose our terms, then, to the history of the Earth and geological periods:
•Development means the periods are unique. An example would be Buffon’s cooling globe experiments.
•Contingent history means that they are not predictable, for they might have been otherwise. They must be
reconstructed. Both development and geohistory are encompassed under the term Directionalist.
•In a Cyclic view, periods recur. Lyell’s theory of climate is the most famous 19th-century example in
geology.
•In a steady state system, everything continues much the same, as with Thomas Jefferson’s denial of
extinction. In contrast, Cuvier’s arguments for the reality of extinction took the steady state view off the
table as no longer viable. The cyclic and steady state views were contrary to the Directionalist, although the
Directionalist view does include phases that are cyclical or steady state within the overall Directionalist
trajectory. Rudwick’s work is devoted to how there came to be a general consensus among earth scientists
in support of Directionalist perspectives.
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Geohistory

Alan McKirdy, Set in Stone: The Geology and
Landscapes of Scotland (Birlinn, 2015), p. 5.

Scotland itself oﬀers an illustration. The land that is now Scotland was formed through a remarkable geological journey,
during which it traveled separately from England, as shown in this elementary guidebook. Geohistory makes an
interesting illustration for Torrance’s thinking on contingent order in space and time, but I’m not aware that he thought
about it. I don’t know why Torrance did not write about geohistory, given Scotland’s extraordinary place in the history of
geology. (QUERY) If you know that he was interested in geology in any way, please let me know.
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Geohistory
Hugh Miller
1802-1856

The Witness, September 16, 1840

•

1840 – moved to
Edinburgh to
become the editor
of The Witness

•

1841 – Old Red
Sandstone, 1st ed.

•

1843 – Great
Disruption

Consider Hugh Miller, born a stonemason in Cromarty on the Black Isle, north of Inverness. Miller was a gifted
storyteller, and perhaps the best-selling popular writer on geology in the first half of the 19th century.
• Miller moved to Edinburgh at the invitation of Thomas Chalmers in 1840 to become editor of The Witness, the
Evangelical paper which supported the Evangelical Church and, shortly, the Disruption and the formation of the Free
Church.
• The Old Red Sandstone was published the year after his arrival in Edinburgh.
• Miller serialized columns on the Old Red Sandstone in The Witness; this one is from September 16, 1840. I suspect
many readers of The Witness looked forward to reading in its pages Miller’s discussion of fossils and former worlds,
just as much as the goings on and news of the Evangelical church. Rudwick describes the sense of “geohistory,” as
conveyed in works like The Old Red Sandstone, in terms of contingent order:
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Geohistory

“I shall argue that what was involved in the reconstruction of
geohistory, far more importantly than any occasional and local
conflict with religious beliefs, was a new and surprising conception of
the natural world. Rather than being essentially stable and bound by
unchanging “laws of nature”—ever since an initial act of creation, or
else from uncreated eternity—one major part of nature, the earth
itself, came to be seen as a product of nature’s own history.
Furthermore, geohistory turned out to be as contingent, as
unrepeated, and as unpredictable (even in retrospect) as human
history itself. This book, then, is about the historicization of the earth
itself during the age of revolution. It can hardly be emphasized too
strongly that this was a radically new feature on the conceptual
landscape of the natural sciences: understanding and explaining the
natural world began to be seen to entail its contingent past history as
much as its directly observable present.”
Rudwick, Bursting the Limits of Time

Quote. Rather than a conflict between geology and religion, Rudwick describes a profound resonance between
geohistory and a Christian historical sensibility characterized by contingent order.
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Geohistory

You are no doubt familiar with Torrance’s discussions of the two views of space and time: the container or receptacle
view and the relational view. The container view of absolute space and time began to break down, a couple generations
BEFORE James Clerk Maxwell, with the emergence of historical geology.
•Take as an example the geological formation that contains this Fish bed.
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Geohistory

This formation is not simply a container for fish; rather, the fish bed formation expresses the life-setting of the specific
fish found within it. The geometrical attributes of a formation are entirely secondary to its nature as a manifestation of a
specific place at a particular time. A formation is an event. A historical geologist like Hugh Miller looks past the
geometrical structure of the formation to apprehend the long-ago event when fish still swam in the warm shallow seas
of the Old Red Sandstone. This is still true of historical geologists today: where a lay person sees only rocks on the
side of a cliﬀ, the geologist “sees” long ago events, continents separated by seas that have since vanished, or towering
mountains becoming worn down into plains. A formation is an event more than a container.
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Geohistory

Relational space and time

HISTORICAL GEOLOGY
Formations as places and times;
distinguished by fossils they contain,
appreciated as actual events

Container space and time

STRUCTURAL GEOLOGY
Formations as 3-D structures;
defined by age

There are two approaches geologists take in looking at formations. In contrast to the historical geologist, a structural
geologist does see the rocks as abstracted on a geological timeline, described in numerical dates in millions of years
before the present. But
• the historical geologist sees the rocks as events, as an unrepeatable series of unique events, localized in place and
time.
• So geology illustrates contingent history, as well as relational vs. container conceptions of space and time.
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Geohistory

Jean André de Luc,
ca. 1800

As already indicated, Rudwick’s magisterial account of the development of “geohistory” is a two-volume work, Bursting
the Limits of Time (on the generation of Cuvier) and Worlds Before Adam (on the generation of Lyell).
• A more concise account is Rudwick’s short, one-volume overview, Earth’s Deep History. Note the title is “deep
history,” for geohistory sees time as relational, in contrast to merely “deep time,” which sees time as a container.
• But for our purposes here, let’s take Rudwick’s Geology and Genesis, the Herbert Reynolds lecture given at Baylor
University in 2005. In that lecture Rudwick focused upon the theological context of the geological ideas of Jean
André de Luc, circa 1800, in order to highlight the role played by belief in divine freedom for the discovery of
contingent geohistory: Rudwick writes…
—————BLT and WBA both published by Chicago University Press (2005, 2008)
• Geology and Genesis (Baylor University, 2005; download: https://www.baylor.edu/content/services/document.php/
30846.pdf)
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“The impact of de Luc’s theistic commitments can be seen in the radical
contingency that he attributed to earth history, and which he grounded
in God’s ultimate role as creator of everything. As de Luc conceived it,
earth history at every stage could have taken another course, with a
different outcome, without of course abrogating the ordinary laws of
nature. It followed that the sequence of events could not, even in principle, be
inferred from the ahistorical laws of physics, as both Hutton and Buffon implied:
there was too much contingency in earth history, as in human history, for any such
determinism. Rather than imposing top-down some grand conclusion of what
‘must’ have happened, based on unchanging laws of nature, it was necessary, in
de Luc’s view, to assemble bottom-up the evidence of nature’s documents and
archives, which showed what in fact had happened. So the new way of analyzing
the physical traces of earth history, applying the methods of reconstruction being
used for human history (including biblical scholarship) was not just an effective
heuristic but was rooted in an ultimately divine reality.” – Martin J. S. Rudwick

(quote) That is, rooted in the divine freedom to love. Early evangelical geologists, like De Luc and Hugh Miller,
embraced a view of the Earth’s contingent history that was in marked contrast to the deterministic developmental
scenarios of materialists, on one hand, and the steady-state or cyclical views of deists, on the other.
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Geohistory

Research Question:
What are the resonances between contingent order in Torrance’s theology and contingent
history in Rudwick’s account of the emergence of geohistory in 19th-century geology?

The question of how the Christian concept of contingent order, and its corollary of contingent history, became applied
even to the creation, and not just to human history, is one of the most exciting stories of modern science. When
science was liberated from purely necessitarian and cyclical thinking, the results were profound. The first fruits of this
transformation of science were expressed in geohistory, long before the field theories of Maxwell and Einstein. For this
reason, Rudwick’s work goes to the heart of a Christian influence upon modern science.
• This is the background for my research question: What are the resonances between contingent order in Torrance’s
theology and contingent history in Rudwick’s account of the emergence of geohistory in 19th-century geology?
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History of Science

Research Question:
What are the resonances between contingent order in Torrance’s theology and contingent
history in Rudwick’s account of the emergence of geohistory in 19th-century geology?

This project, as an inquiry in the history of science and in intellectual history, explores resonances on two levels:
• First, there is the level of the historical development of the sciences themselves. The resonance between geology and
theology is NOT an argument from nature to God, that the right side of the box exists because of the left side; nor an
instance of the argument from design; nor a geological version of fine tuning. Rather, a principle of contingent order has
arisen from within both boxes, each by its own nature, as a result of its own scientific inquiry. That there is resonance
between the contingent order of the two sciences, that contingent order may comprise a surface shared in common by
both geology and theology, is recognized historically, a posteriori.
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Intellectual History

Oxford International Symposium, 1979
(at Christ Church, held in memoriam Michael Foster)

Research Question:
What are the resonances between contingent order in Torrance’s theology and contingent
history in Rudwick’s account of the emergence of geohistory in 19th-century geology?

Second, there is the level of intellectual history, on which a resonance between the inquiries of Rudwick and Torrance
illumine a common 20th-century context.
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Intellectual History

Research Question:
What are the resonances between contingent order in Torrance’s theology and contingent
history in Rudwick’s account of the emergence of geohistory in 19th-century geology?

Both of these levels suggest the possibility of assessing the fruitfulness of Torrance’s work in a fresh light.
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Further resources

■ Trinitarian Perspectives on Science,

Grace Communion Seminary, TH504; Spring 2020

■
■
■
■
■

kerrysloft.com
Week 4b: Interdisciplinary Relations
Week 5b: Relational Physics (and Genesis 1)
Week 6a: Divine Freedom and Contingent Order
Week 6b: Geohistory

Research Question:
What are the resonances between contingent order in Torrance’s theology and contingent
history in Rudwick’s account of the emergence of geohistory in 19th-century geology?

This past spring I was privileged to oﬀer a course for Grace Communion Seminary devoted to “Trinitarian Perspectives
on Science.”
• There is a course landing page on my personal blog, kerrysloft.com.
• From that page you can watch any of the lectures. Slides for this talk have been adapted from the four lectures listed
here. Thank you.
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