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The Penultimate Curiosity 
Some questions to prompt your study 
This guide is designed to help you think about the book and the questions that it raises both 
at the level of its content and, also, at a more personal level i.e. what these issues mean to 
you and what implications they have for you. It’s not an academic study guide. You don’t 
have to go through all the questions methodically, or, most of the time, seek a correct 
answer, as they invite you to consider and reflect upon your own view. It’s more a case of 
finding the questions that grab you, but also taking a few risks to address some of the 
questions that you would rather not think about. Some questions and tasks lend themselves 
more to discussion in a group rather than personal reflection. But if you don’t have a group 
you can always talk with someone later. Page references when given refer to the 2016 
hardback 1st Edition published by OUP. Naturally the questions reflect and are limited by my 
own understanding, bias, experience and interests. 
Steve Bagnall 
 
Prologue 
 

1. Why are you reading this book? 
a. What first attracted you to the idea of reading this book? 
b. How does this book compare to the kind of books you usually read? Is it 

typical, or have you decided to read something a little bit different? 
c. When you first read the title, what was your initial thought on what the book 

might be about? 
d. At the outset what do you see as the ultimate curiosity? 
e. Are you a curious person? How would you explain the term “curiosity”? Do 

you see that as a positive quality to foster, or is life too short to be too 
curious? 

 
2. What effect do you think reading this this book might have on you? 

a. How might that show itself? 
b. Who will notice? 

 
3. What is your starting point? 

a. The prologue sets the scene with history of the science-religion debate. What 
is your starting position on this topic? 

b. How likely is your position to shift when you read this book? Have a guess. 
Are you the kind of person whose position, once taken, stays fixed, or 
someone whose position in such debates tends to be more fluid? 

c. Think of a time you last changed your view on some significant debate in our 
society. How did that come about? What prompted you to change? Was 
there a moment of change or was that change more gradual? Were you 
surprised that you changed? If you are in a group, tell the person next to you 
about this change. 
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4.        “Contemporary documents suggest……….” pxiv 
Here is an example of the primary sources revealing something rather different to the 
secondary popular reporting of the debate. What actually happened might be different to 
what you have heard happened. Science may not be “against” religion.  

a. What do you think about that? 
b. How do you explain that such a popular oppositional understanding of this 

debate, may in fact be wrong? There are possible explanations in the text, 
and you may have your own to add. 

5. Signs 
a. If there were to be a sign over the entrance to your workplace what phrase 

would you choose? Apply this to whatever is work for you, paid or unpaid,  
home or away and irrespective of whether you even have one place of work. 
In the 21st century it may be a virtual workplace entrance. 

b. If you follow a specific religion, what verse from your scripture would you 
choose to place above the door and why? 

c. Do you think anyone would still put a Bible verse up in a workplace? What 
reaction would you get if you suggested this in your workplace? 

d. How come the scientists at the original Cavendish laboratory were 
comfortable with having a Bible verse above the laboratory entrance. What 
was their thinking behind this? 

e. How come the person who resigned from Churchill College was 
uncomfortable with the idea of them building a Chapel at the College? Do 
you sympathise with him? 

 
Part I In the Beginning 
 
Chapter 1 
3 Does Darwin’s conclusion that the “savages” were wild, uncivilised, inarticulate etc. cast 
any doubt on your assessment of him as a scientist? How do you explain that in the 21st 
century the racism of the explorers would more likely cast them as the savages? Does this 
illustrate the inexorable and steady march of progress, or a paradigm shift in the way we see 
the world? 
7 How do you explain the initial assessments of the cave paintings, that they must be recent 
between 1875 and 1879?  
8 Why do you think the Bishop of Soissons allowed a priest to be a scientist? What was his 
thinking behind this decision? 
 
Chapter 2 
What was different about “participant observation”? 
 
Chapter 3 
The chapter concludes with the idea that the curiosity that gives rise to religion, and the 
curiosity that gives rise to science share some common root. How much do you 
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agree/disagree with this idea at this stage of the book?  Did you think that the arguments 
about prehistoric art in the chapter supported this idea? 
Chapter 4 
How would you define a “Garden of Eden Moment”? Why does the argument need one? 
They talk about the evidence for art not having a “linear evolution from clumsy and crude 
beginnings”. Do you think we are biased to the idea of linear evolution i.e. steady and 
continuous progress from simple beginnings? Do you hold this bias? How come the idea of 
linear progress is often attractive? Is it attractive to you? 
 
Chapter 5 
35 When Leakey is quoted as saying “nothing I’ve ever found has contradicted the Bible . It’s 
people with their limited minds who have misread the Bible”,  how do you think he 
reconciled what, for others, was a significant contradiction? 
37 How do you react to the idea that gorillas have skills as natural psychologists? Do you 
think the idea of an animal having such a “human” quality is provocative or controversial or 
just obvious and to be expected?  
Consciousness of self, feelings akin to wonder and awe, cultural traditions, and the use of 
tools are some of the characteristics observed in primates. Which are the most “human”? 
How would you rank them?  The end of the chapter is asks “What if anything was the 
missing ingredient?”. What is missing for you?  
 
Chapter 6 
43 Some of us are more curious than others. How big is your “curiosity horizon”, and why? 
How come you are more of less interested in asking questions and seeking answers than 
others? 
How convinced are you by the idea that capacity to be an “impartial spectator”, the capacity 
to take a meta-position is qualitatively different in humans? 
Are you still feeling clear on the distinction between ultimate and penultimate curiosity? Do 
you want to add any more layers …………. Antepenultimate …………..and more? 
 
Chapter 7 
53 There’s a definition of religion at the beginning of this chapter. How would you define it? 
What do you think of the idea that some characteristics are not necessarily directly selected 
for by an evolutionary process? They use the example of cooking or making clothes. 
Does the idea of “the capacity to think about thoughts” help develop your answer to the 
question in the last chapter about being an “impartial spectator”, or what about the idea of 
“self-supervision”, does that help?  
Where do emotions come in to this? Is this about the capacity to not just act on your 
emotions? 
61 How would you explain to a 12 year old what a paradigm shift is? 
61-64 Metaphor: 

• Do you like the metaphor of “seeing beyond the rim of the visible world”? 
Why/Why not? 

• Do you like the slipstream metaphor? Why/Why not? 
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• What about the chute metaphor? Does that fit? 
How do you explain that we have persisted in making religion answer scientific questions 
and vice versa? Do you or people you know tend to do that? What do you say to them when 
they do? 
  
Part II God-Driven Science 
 
Chapter 8 
71 Writing about the gods in prose rather than poetry allowed new ideas to be expressed. 
Can you explain that? What exactly happened? Can you think of any modern-day parallels 
where a form of language allows different things to be said? 
72 What was their new concept of “the divine” about? 
73 Do we still shape God in our image as Xenophanes observed? 
 
Chapter 9 
79 “New kinds of political order ………….had created the need for a new kind of education”. 
How does this idea apply today? Do you think, for example that new technology is requiring 
and enabling new thinking? 
80 Protagoras thought there were two opposing arguments on every subject? Why this 
obsession with two opposite positions? Are more positions available? Or does this binary 
idea still pervade our political, scientific, artistic and religious debates today? 
82 How in vogue today is Socrates idea that the admission of ignorance is the beginning of 
wisdom? Is that also a Christian idea? 
How are you getting on considering the development of Greek thinking? What adjectives 
would describe your reaction to this story so far? Are you going to stick with this section or 
skip on?  How come? 
 
Chapter 10 
85 How would you get on if you came to a building and over the entrance it said “let no-one 
unversed in geometry enter”. Would you go in?  
Why did giving this primacy to mathematics and geometry matter to them? 
What phrases are, metaphorically, over the doors of our world’s institutions? How come? 
Some suggestions to consider might be: “men-only”, “computer literate only”, “certain 
racial groups only”, “young and beautiful only”, ……………..or what?  
86 Eudoxos set them down the road of showing through maths and geometry that the world 
was formed of rational design. How does that science support religion? Do you think that 
idea is still popular today? 
Before you leave Part 2 you may want to Google [other search engines are available] the 
various groups: 
Stoics, Epicureans, Cynics, Sceptics, Sophists 
If you were telling an Ancient Greek the groups we have nowadays, what’s your list, and 
how would you describe the groups? 
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Part III Encounters in Alexandria 
 
Chapter 11 
God in nature or God outside the realm of nature? How did this debate arise, and how, in 
your experience, is it manifested today? 
102 Neoplatonism is discussed as a form of philosophy that became more like a religion. 
How could that happen and do you see it still happening? 
There’s also the notion here that science and religion are studying and seeking the same 
truths by reason and observation of the same fabric. Do you find that perceptive or daft?  
 
The book so far………. 
If you are studying this in a group, who in the group do you think has the most different 
reactions to the book so far, compared to yours? If you are not in a group, just imagine the 
reactions of your friends and colleagues to this book. Do you think you will actually ask them 
later to check if your ideas about them are right? 
Teacher-Pupil or Master-Disciple? How are these different? What do you think of the 
footnote quoting Biggar? 
 
Chapter 12 
108 Do you think we really have a word for “logos” in English? Sorry that is not meant to be 
a pun! 
110 What do you think of Tertullian when he says “We have no need of curiosity since Jesus 
Christ”? Is that the same thinking as someone who says today that we don’t need to study 
evolution because we can just read the book of Genesis?  
Clement: Is the other way round any better? Will philosophy bring the Hellenistic world to 
Christ? Did it? Does it still have that potential? 
111 Synesisus, the authors hint, had a relationship with fudge? What did he want to fudge? 
What’s your relationship with fudge? Is it a word with an unfair reputation? Does the whole 
of international diplomacy rely on fudge? 
113 Why do you think they got so exercised by the idea of the eternity of the world? 
 
Chapter 13 
Some quite strongly held scientific hypotheses developed. The example of how things move 
is discussed. How can humans hold ideas so strongly that they have no proof or evidence 
for? Or does it depend on what you count as evidence? Is this different in the realms of 
science and religion? Do you need faith to believe some scientific ideas like quantum 
mechanics or that time is relative to velocity? 
Some of these things they argued about in the past, we still argue about today, but others, 
we don’t seem bothered about any more. How do you explain that? 
 
Chapter 14 
120 How come a flat earth was Christian and a round one pagan? 
How come it was radical to suggest you need to make some observations? 
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To us, with hindsight, this (making observations) may seem blindingly obvious. Have you 
ever experienced not seeing the blindingly obvious? How did you see it? What did you feel 
when you realised? How do you explain your lack of sight? 
What about “thought experiments” referred to as something defended by Philoponus? Is 
that a step forward, or a nonsense because it is not a proper experiment? 
123 What about “babies and bathwater”?  Is the separation of the baby of Greek science 
from the bathwater of Greek religious ideas a key step?  
Philphonus appears to have been treated harshly with all his ideas lost, for the sake of a few 
suspect theological ideas. Does this still happen i.e. all ideas rejected if one idea is suspect, 
or are we more open-minded nowadays? 
 
Part IV The Long Argument 
Do you like long arguments? How do you best prepare for them? 
 
Chapter 15 
127 "Within a generation… Greek had been supplanted…" 
Do you think there have been similar major changes in your life-time? If yes, how well do 
you think you have dealt with them? If no, how good do you think you would be dealing 
with such a major change? 
128 "Seeking knowledge is an obligation upon every Muslim"  
Do you think that your culture or religion promotes the idea of "seeking knowledge"? 
130 We don't hear a lot about older fierce theological debates such as that between 
Dyophysite and Monophysite Christians any more. Do you think, generally, that is because 
we're just not bothered about such debates nowadays, or that we have found new ones 
that are more important to us? 
 
Chapter 16 
132 Aristotle assured the caliph that there was no conflict between reason and revelation. 
How would you have gone about assuring the caliph? What main arguments would you 
have used? 
When Aristotle says that "to block out ideas is to block out the kingdom of God" to what 
extent, on a scale of 1 to 10, do you agree with that (1) or think that it is the slippery slope 
to heresy (10)? 
135 Do you think there is such a distinction as "reasoned faith" and "traditional faith"? If 
yes, what is it? If no, why do you think people felt the need to make such a distinction? 
140 Euclid thought that visual rays came out of the eye in straight perpendicular lines. Why 
do you think Euclid believed this?  How do you explain that he was attracted to an idea for 
which there was no evidence? 
141 For Ibn al-Haytham intellectual enquiry was central to the religious life. Do you think 
that is true in some religions today? Which ones? What do you think determines the place 
of intellectual enquiry in the religious life? 
141 He goes on to suggest that "truths are immersed in uncertainties". Are you comfortable 
with uncertainty? Some of us find it easier to deal with uncertainty than others. How do you 
explain that? In particular, how do you explain your own relationship with uncertainty?  
Were you brought up to have certain beliefs about uncertainty? Do you love it or hate it? 
How come? 
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142 Do you take a critical approach towards the things that you read and hear? Is that a 
good idea? Or is it often counter-productive , for example, in alienating others? Or in some 
circumstances is the idea here of being "an enemy of all that you read" a sound intellectual 
discipline? How then do you judge whether your critique is based on prejudice or leniency? 
On the same theme Richard Feynman warns against fooling ourselves. Can you think of an 
example where you have fooled yourself? If you are discussing this with others you are of 
course under no obligation to share that with them. What would it be like if you did? 
 
Chapter 17 
143 Al-Ghazali invoked upon a quest for religious certainty. Would you ever have described 
yourself or others you know as being on such quest?  
143 The of being interrogated and imprisoned for refusing to accept a particular theological 
idea  sounds harsh. Taught extent does "political correctness " form the same kind of 
function nowadays, ensuring that our ideas are sound. Which approach to controlling ideas 
do you think works best? 
143 Do you ever have conflicts between tradition and rational argument like Al-Ash'ari? 
144 Al-Ghazali talks of things that have been established by astronomical and mathematical 
evidence which leaves no room for doubt. How come people still doubt when faced with 
such evidence that leaves no room for doubt? 
145 Why do you think the eternity of the world and of the universe matters to people? 
147 Rambam  argues that God could only communicate the profundity of creation using 
allegories metaphors and imagery. Do you think we all still bound  by such limitations in 
both religion and science? Is our language itself, the words that are available to us, a limit to 
the meanings we can create and the complexity that we can describe? 
 
Chapter 18 
151 How do you view the idea that someone's beliefs might be so wrong that they must be 
burnt to death? How does your society/culture/country deal with ideas that are 
unacceptable? What ideas are currently unacceptable where you live? 
152 Aristotle's book "Posterior Analytics" was concerned with how we arrive at valid 
scientific knowledge. What's the current answer to how we arrive at valid scientific 
knowledge? Are there competing answers? 
153 Grossteste suggests a rather unpleasant experiment. Why do you think it is often 
attractive to us to equate correlation with causality? Can you think of any examples you 
have experienced? For example, most governments favour the idea that any positive events 
or results must be linked to their policies! 
154 Do you find the idea of God as mathematician useful? Would God always be bound by 
the logic of mathematical truth and argument? 
156 We learn that Oxford police station now stands on the site of the old abbey. In what 
ways have the buildings on this site been serving similar functions of monitoring thought 
and behaviour? 
157 Albert recognised the value of integration. How do you decide whether ideas are in 
conflict or simply in need of integration? Can you give some examples? 
158 Is 'natural revelation' an idea that attracts you or a copout? 
158 Averroist? Ask someone else in your group to remind you what an 
Averroist  interpretation of Aristotle was. 
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158 When Aquinas concluded that it was not possible to prove philosophically either that 
the world was eternal or that it had the beginning, how big a problem do you think that 
presented? Did it worry people (then) that you could not prove something philosophically? 
159 How and why do you think they believed it would be helpful to have a list of 219 
condemned propositions? Or were they not wanting to be helpful,  but just use this for 
asserting and holding onto their power? 
 
Chapter 19 
160 Why was there doubt surrounding the two questions posed here: How far should open 
minded enquiry be allowed? How far could ultimate questions be pursued without 
constraint? 
161 In what way was finding out by experiment a radical departure? 
163 "How should the church respond to those who challenged or questioned its ideas 
whether from without or within?". This question, it is suggested, arose after the conversion 
of the Roman Emperor to Christianity. How did they answer that question then and how is it 
answered now? 
163 What would you say to someone who thought that the Old Testament Scriptures 
advocated, in certain circumstances, genocide? 
164 Tertullian writes that it is surely no part of religion to compel religion. Why do you think 
the idea of imposing religion by force has proved so popular down the centuries? How does 
it persist today? 
 
Chapter 20 
Do you think the emphasis on experimental science has arisen somewhat late in the day i.e. 
we are up to the 13th Century. What took them so long? How much emphasis do you 
personally place on being able to test ideas by experiment, whether this is a scientific idea, 
or something more every day, such as theories on how to get your toddler to sleep at night, 
how to get your teenager not to spend too much time on social media, how to get a new 
job? 
 
168 "The study of language, Bacon argues, is critical to give us accurate translations" 
Lost in translation? Do you think Bacon was the first to be worried by the idea that 
inaccurate translations might be quite a challenge to our correct understanding? Is this 
something that has ever concerned you? What do you do in response? 
Can you think of words that are new or words where the meaning has changed in your life 
time? Does the evolution of language mean there is a constant need for retranslation? 
170 "Experience, Bacon suggests, comes in two kinds". Do you agree there are just two 
kinds of experience or would you add more or do you have a completely different 
classification? How many categories of experience have you experienced? Why does this 
matter? 
171 Do we now believe that everything can be established by experiment? For example in 
the UK there is great emphasis  in the health service on evidence based practice, yet 
treatments such as homoeopathy have persisted for many years? In summer 2018 the UK 
NHS website says that it is no better than placebos and scientifically implausible. It adds that 
it is  not widely available on the NHS implying of course that it is still available…….  
 



Page 9 of 16 
 

 
Chapter 21 
See  pictures in the text.  What do you think the painters wanted people to understand from 
these pictures of God as a geometer? 
177 The plague, the fall of Constantinople, and the development of printing, are all cited as 
major events that influenced the development of intellectual thought. Can you think of 
examples in the last hundred years that have had similar impact? And how have they 
affected our thinking? 
179 Two sides had developed. Can you describe them in your own words and explain it to 
someone else in the group? 
 
Part V The Open Book Of Heaven 
 
Chapter 22 
183 "By the beginning of the 17th century Aristotelian thinking had become so much part of 
Christian theology that these two fronts had in a sense united". How did this happen? Do we 
do this today i.e. do we place certain secular and religious ideas together in this kind of 
way? For example in some countries certain  political ideas are deemed Christian and 
politicians seek  the Christian vote. Is that a good thing or a bad thing? 
185 What do you think they meant by calling people pseudo philosophers and pseudo 
Christians? Do you think you have ever been a pseudo anything? 
187 "Aristotle had stated that objects of the same material but different weights would fall 
with a speed proportional to their weight". How come such a basic mistake was made by 
such a clever person as Aristotle? Do you think he simply observed what he thought he 
ought to see? Or maybe he thought it was so obvious that no experiment was needed? Have 
you ever made such a mistake? Or do we all make this mistake nowadays, for example,  if 
we follow and read only the media that we tend to agree with? 
189 How come, initially, it all seem to be going so well for Galileo? 
 
Chapter 23 
190 If Galileo is a hero of secular thought today, who are the others and who are your 
heroes of thought? Why did you pick those particular people? 
192 How come Copernicus ideas seemed dangerous only after 70 years? What changed 
their minds? 
193 How do you deal with restriction of thought? Have you ever experienced it? 
 
Chapter 24 
197 How important is freedom of intellect to you? 
197 Grassi thought that the more distant an object the less it was magnified by a telescope. 
This may seem a ridiculous idea to us now, so how do ridiculous ideas gain traction and 
support? 
201 Do you think Galileo's dialogue with Pope Urban was a triumph of compromise or a 
major misunderstanding? 
 
Chapter 25 
203 Isn't it a fair and logical point that we should be swept off the ground if the Earth is 
moving? How would you explain to someone why we are not swept off the ground? 
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204 In your opinion, at this stage, how is Galileo doing? Does he seem naive or just unlucky? 
What adjective would you pick to describe him? 
 
Chapter 26 
205 Galileo was depressed. Do you think anything was wrong with him? Alternatively, do 
you think something would have been wrong with him had he not been depressed after this 
turn of events? 
209 How do you think Galileo handled this situation? Did he successfully manage to walk on 
eggshells? Was he asking for trouble getting such a book published at all,  albeit published in 
Holland? 
 
Part VI Priests Of Nature  
 
Chapter 27 
215 How do you do use this distinction between study for use and study for its own sake? 
Do you have other reasons for study? 
216  Luther challenged received interpretations of scripture. How and why do you think it 
came about that there were received interpretations in the first place? Despite Luther’s 
endeavours, do we still largely rely on received interpretations? 
217 Do you think people feared that something would be lost in Biblical translation? What 
exactly would be lost? What might be found if people could read the Bible in their own 
language?  
220 What's your response to the idea of the democratisation of the Bible? 
 
Chapter 28 
221 What gave Kepler unbelievable rapture and have any ideas ever given you rapture? 
221 If you studied geometry at school did it ever occur to you that someone might think it 
divine? How do you understand that idea now? Does the idea of geometric or mathematical 
simplicity in the universe excite you?  Does it encourage your belief in a divine being?  
226 Originally there seems to have been a thought that God would only design in circles 
with perhaps the notion that a circle is a more perfect shape than others such as an ellipse. 
But an ellipse is also  a regular shape. Why were they so bothered about things like this? Are 
you bothered? 
227 Kepler's mother is one of the first women we have encountered in this book, and even 
then she falls into the unfortunate stereotype of being a woman on trial for witchcraft. How 
do you think the debates so far in this book have been influenced by the fact that the main 
protagonists through history have been men? Is there a female perspective on these 
debates?  
228 The Emperor  Rudolf was in a sense the sponsor of much of this work, hence the title 
Rudolphine tables. What part do you think money and sponsorship play in the scientific 
endeavour? Earlier we heard about the distinction between study for use of study for truth. 
Is this a third rational for study: study for the needs of the sponsor? 
 
Chapter 29 
234 How much do you think the idea of a final cause still appeals? 
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238 Does the idea that erroneous hypotheses might still fit the data bother you? Have you 
personally made this error……….. not necessarily in some great scientific project but 
perhaps  in your everyday life? 
234 Luther and Bacon are referred to as making great steps of democratisation. Do you 
think this march of democratisation continues or has it slowed and had setbacks? 
 
Chapter 30 
240 Bacon had strong views about the work of universities. If you have had the opportunity 
to study at university do you think you were taught the recycling of old knowledge or how 
to mine new knowledge? 
241 If you were to found a club like Wilkins what sort of club would it be and what ideas 
would it consider? Who would be invited? 
244 Not everyone was convinced about the demonstration of a vacuum. Have people ever 
told you that you are not convinced by seemingly overwhelming evidence. Have you ever 
met someone similarly unconvinced? 
249 Wilkins criteria for success at his club are set out beginning with “the satisfaction of 
breathing a freer air”? What would your criteria for success be? How do you generally judge 
success? 
249 How do you think the inhabitants of Cleves managed to entertain different opinions 
without any secret hatred or anger? 
251 Galileo feared engulfing himself in a boundless sea from which he might never get back 
to port. You are now well over halfway through this book so how are you navigating the 
many ideas here? What will you do to ensure that you are not engulfed ? 
 
Part VII The Ocean Of Truth 
 
Chapter 31 
255 "Newton has begun to be regarded as guaranteeing two entirely opposite views of the 
world". Can you think of examples today when idea or a person is deemed to support both 
sides of the argument? 
258 "More acrimony was to follow". What ideas do you have about how and why Newton 
took such an acrimonious approach with some of his peers? Do you think you can be a truly 
great person and at the same time behave in such a way towards your friends and 
colleagues? 
261 There was clearly a lot of rivalry and competitiveness. Is it the same in the academic 
world today? Or what about your own field? Have you ever been, to use the Newton’s 
phrase, bated by little smatterers? How did you or would you respond? 
 
Chapter 32 
269 "It was not until… 20 years later…..that he was able to demonstrate the inverse square 
relationship was correct". How do you think he dealt with this uncertainty for 20 years? 
271 Do you have any ideas about why Newton gave God a more prominent position in the 
second edition? 
272 "Two-way traffic between science and theology has historically always contained risks 
as well as benefits". At this stage of the book how would you sum up the risks and benefits 
so far? 
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Chapter 33 
273 Consider Caroline of Ansbach. There are a few women in this story . What enabled a 
woman to take a prominent position in the story at this point? 
274 Whose view you are you more sympathetic to? Leibniz or Newton? Either way what 
difference , if any, does this make to you? Does God have to uphold and preserve his 
creation or, in the terms of the metaphor, wind up his watch? 
275 Caroline’s new baby is set to grow up to oppose atheism, infidelity, superstition and 
bigotry. What do you think this list tells you about the intellectual climate of the time? What 
four things would you pick if you were writing such a list now? 
275 Which you think is the greater weakness: “the God of the gaps” or “ all for the best”? 
279 What is your personal experience of extending your knowledge? Have you found that 
the more you know the more you realise you don't know? Is there a point where the tide 
turns and do you realise that you do know and understand a lot? Do you agree with Pascal 
that "if there is a God he is infinitely beyond our comprehension"? 
280 Pascal concludes "it is the heart that feels God not reason… The heart has its reasons 
which reason itself does not know". In 21st-century terms do you think that Pascal is 
introducing psychology here e.g. ideas about our unconscious preferences and motivations? 
 
Chapter 34 
289 " The idea that science could progressively extend our understanding of the universe 
had in Herschel  become both socially accepted and intellectually and trenched". Why do 
you think Herschel was significant? 
 
Part VIII Voyages Of Discovery 
 
Chapter 35 
293-295 John Herschel was an only child born when his father was 54. His father and his 
aunt were astronomers and he became an astronomer. He married in 1829 when he was 37, 
marrying a woman not yet 20, with whom he had 12 children. In what ways were his career 
and personal life influenced by his own upbringing? How do you explain such patterns?  
295 Darwin read two books which changed the course of his life. What two books have 
changed the course of your life?  
297 Would you leap at the chance of a five-year expedition? What would be the equivalent 
nowadays? 
298 Why do you think Sedgwick automatically assumed that someone had dropped the shell 
there? How do you think you would have reacted? 
 
Chapter 36 
304 Herschel appears brilliant in one sphere of his life , his work, and inept in another 
sphere, his social manners, or we might say today his emotional intelligence. How do you 
account for this gap? Do you know anyone with similar contrasts? Would people even say 
there were contrasts like that in you?  
Do you think sometimes we discount people’s strengths in one area because of their 
apparent weaknesses in another? 
305 It is suggested that the Herschel had a religious faith robust enough to deal with 
evolution. What do you take “robust” to mean in this context? 
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308 As we read the story of the progress of Darwin's work, it is apparent that many others 
had had similar ideas. So do you think Darwin gets too much of the credit? Or did he do or 
bring something different to this? 
308 There is reference to the skilful work of breeders and gardeners who, as it were , 
evolve  species in their work. How come this is not usually controversial when evolution 
often is? 
 
Chapter 37 
311 With what emotion do you think Herschel terminated his astronomical career: joy , 
resignation,  despondency, relief, satisfaction or some other emotion? 
311-312 Hershel’s interest in photography was scientific rather than commercial. Is it wise 
to be scientific rather than commercial? How do you see the relationship between science 
and commerce? 
312 Herschel found it too difficult to conceive that natural selection could lead to such 
complexity, yet he was "far from disposed to repudiate.........Mr Darwin's book". He sounds 
very equivocal and uncertain about Darwin’s ideas. Do you think he is for them or against 
them or just unsure? 
313 "Hershel’s religious feelings seem to have grown warmer and deeper…….However, he 
(Darwin)  described how in the years after returning from his travels he would gradually 
come "to disbelieving Christianity as divine revelation"". How do you explain the two 
contrasting experiences of Herschel in Darwin? Have you known people who have grown 
stronger or weaker in their faith through their life? How did you notice? What have you said 
to them about this? 
315 Darwin still found the idea of a complex universe "as a result of blind chance or 
necessity" difficult. Why do you think people often find that idea difficult? 
318 Why do you think Darwin wanted to warn his readers of the risk of an "unwise mixing" 
of the two disciplines of science and religion? 
318 Was Hershel’s central principle a good one? 
319 The authors invite you to consider skipping to Part 10 of the book. How will you make 
this decision and what factors will be at play? 
 
Part IX In The Beginning 2 
 
Chapter 38 
323 What did they hope to achieve by linking biblical stories to archaeological evidence? 
Why was it important to people? Do you think they were biased because they had a hoped 
for answer? 
332 At this stage of the story we are told that public confidence in the scholars’ conclusions 
was at a very low ebb. Do you think that was justified? How do you think it happen that a 
group of professionals lose their public reputation, and which groups lack your confidence 
today? Do you think that is justified? 
 
Chapter 39 
333 Does the idea of different people coming independently to the same conclusion appeal 
to you? Was it a good test? Do you think we still use this methodology? 
On a personal level have you ever experienced different people coming to the same 
conclusions about you? How did you feel about that? 
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Chapter 40 
George Smith seems to have taken his shirt off in the same way that the modern day 
footballer sometimes removes his shirt on scoring a goal. Have you ever had a similar 
personal or professional "high" and how did you celebrate? 
Forgetting the celebration, what was the actual significance of his discovery? 
 
Chapter 41 
342 "The cuneiform inscriptions discovered by Smith and others began to suggest a way of 
reading these biblical texts that involved neither allegorising them nor reading them as 
literal history". How do you view those two options and what other options do you think are  
available? How do you choose between them? 
 
Chapter 42 
346 What do you think of the idea of the Biblical flood story being borrowed from the 
Babylonians? 
348 Do you agree that there was some radical re-writing of the original Babylonian stories? 
How would you describe the re-write? What are the key differences? Or perhaps on closer 
examination you disagree with this idea? The authors give their conclusion in the final 
paragraph of the chapter. What do you think of it? 
 
Chapter 43 
How do you think you're getting on with part IX of the book? Do you wish you had decided 
to skip it? Or are you glad you made this choice? What would you say you have learnt so far 
from this section? 
351 The authors asked "what was the relationship between this (Adapa story) and the 
Genesis account of Adam and Eve?". How do you answer that and why would they be any 
relationship anyway? 
356 Look at the final sentence of the chapter. Do you understand it? Is it a useful summary 
point? 
 
Chapter 44 
357 Akenhaten's son Tutankhamen is much more famous but was his father more 
significant? Do fame and significance always go together? Why? 
359 How do you personally deal with the paradox explained at the beginning of the section 
called "The Problem Of Pain". Would others who know you say that you are successful in 
dealing with this paradox? 
360 Is any attempt to comprehend the mind of God absurd? 
361 In this final section called "Following The Thread" some of the key arguments of the 
book are reiterated and summarised. Do you think it is a good summary and what is your 
overall reaction to the book at this point? 
 
Part X Through The Laboratory Door 
Did you skip part IX? How are you feeling about that decision? Alternatively if you did read 
part IX, in what way might this influence your approach to reading the next part of the 
scientific story? 
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Chapter 45 
365 Does it surprise you that in the mid-19th century "science as a whole barely registered 
on the university’s agenda". Why was that? 
368 One answer to the previous question is perhaps given on page 368. They thought that 
the study of the natural sciences encouraged arrogance. What subjects would you say 
encourage arrogance today? Why is that your view? Do you think there are any subjects 
that encourage humility? 
369 Was Acland's idea of science having a religious purpose to show the wonder of God, a 
trick to get the building built, or did he really think that? 
 
Chapter 46 
375 Wilberforce: "To oppose the facts in the natural world because they seem to oppose 
Revelation is… but another form of… Lying for God". Do you agree with Wilberforce? 
375 Temple: "he argued that as science discovers that aspects of nature once thought to be 
mysterious were actually governed by laws "we must look for the finger of God" in the laws 
of nature themselves". Do you agree with Temple? 
376 What exactly was Acland worried about? Why would genuine argument and debate 
damage the reputation of science? Or do you think some disputes are genuinely damaging? 
Have you any personal experience of this? 
377 Acland refers to the calmness and candour of scientific men. Do you think you would 
have used different adjectives for scientific women? Would you pick calmness and candour 
as the adjectives to describe scientists in the 21st-century? What adjectives are most 
associated with people who carry out your profession or discipline or main activity? 
377 Acland thought that narrow-minded people were suspicious of science. Could that still 
be said today or are narrow-minded people suspicious of other things nowadays? 
388 Acland implored the Archbishop to discourage the clergy from taking sides in scientific 
disputes. Was that good advice? 
378 Are Comte's ideas still fashionable? 
379 In 1865 what do you think was in their minds when believing it's a good idea to deliver a 
lecture in Latin? 
381 Do you think some people do suppose that the present state of scriptural interpretation 
or of natural science is final? 
382 Why was Darwin still so torn when he says "I am driven to two opposite conclusions" 
 
Chapter 47 
384 Was Maxwell’s lack of interest in self-promotion foolish and was it unfair or inevitable 
that he has largely remained unrecognised by the general public 
385 How would you answer the question "But how do you know it's blue?" 
390 Are you at ease with the idea of a thought experiment? On a scale of 1-10 with 1 ‘clever 
and ingenious’ and 10 ‘daft and misguided’ how would you rate the concept of thought 
experiments? 
 
Chapter 48 
In his breakthrough work was Maxwell lucky or brilliant or both? What part 
do  skill/brilliance and luck play in your work and your life? 
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Chapter 49 
399 What do you think of the idea of finding knowledge of physical realities 
mathematically? It is described here as a new methodology of science. 
400 They thought there was little point in an undergraduate performing experiments that 
had already been carried out by his betters. That is very different to the approach to 
teaching today. Why the change in approach? This point might apply more widely than the 
scientific field. What beliefs do you have about how people learn?  
404 "Maxwell was acutely aware of the provisional nature of scientific theories". Do you 
think people today see science as provisional? 
 
Part XI Epilogue 
 
411 "It is hard to deny that money power and the pursuit of national corporate and personal 
advantage have become much more visible drivers of scientific discovery". What do you 
think has been the effect of this change? 
The Epilogue continues to pose questions and draws to a conclusion. Having read the 
Epilogue what three questions would you like to propose to enable people to think about 
this final section of the book? 
 
Return to the Prologue questions. How would you answer them now? Is there any 
difference? How do you account for this? 
 
How do you sum up of your thoughts about this book? 
What, if anything, will you do differently as a result of reading this book? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


