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A friend of mine was enjoying a coffee break at an
Open University seminar for his philosophy
course. Out of the blue, a colleague asked him,
“Why do you believe in God?” He was a bit taken
aback but, after a few deep breaths, managed to
order his thoughts and summarised several
different lines of argument. As he did so, he found
that other conversations in the room gradually
stopped, until everyone was listening to him.
When he finished, his questioner said, “That is
amazing. | have never heard anyone answer that
qguestion before. In fact, | did not think that
Christians had reasons for belief in God.”

Certainly, the reasons we can offer are diverse,
and some seem more compelling than others. |
was particularly interested to see recently the 90
minute DVD called “Collision”, which features
atheist Christopher Hitchens and Christian pastor
Douglas Wilson in dialogue on a book promotion
tour.[1] | have yet to read their book, which is a
conversation between them on the subject, “Is
Christianity Good for the World?”

The film, anyway, is sharp, quirky and engaging.
They both speak with wit and candour, and don't
pull any punches. On the dust cover, Hitchens is
guoted as saying, “Christianity is a wicked cult and
it is high time we left it behind.” Wilson is quoted
alongside saying, “There are two tenets of
atheism. One, there is no God. Two, | hate him.”
This rough and tumble dialogue is certainly
educational, though not for the faint-hearted!

Despite appearances, they both hold each other
in mutual respect, and this is shown in a number
of informal exchanges, where they have almost
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forgotten that the cameras are still rolling. A
particular sequence comes right at the end of the
film, when they are relaxing together as
passengers in a car.

Hitchens raised the question as to which was the
strongest argument used against atheists and he
had no difficulty in identifying it. “The fine-tuning
argument we all agree is the most intriguing. It is
not trivial — we all say that.” Here he is clearly
speaking for his New Atheist friends. Hitchens is
emphatic and repeats the point, “We all agree
about that.”

Now one might be forgiven for not realising this,
as Dawkins is quite dismissive of the fine-tuning
argument. He states the problem correctly:
“Physicists have calculated that, if the laws and
constants of physics had been even slightly
different, the universe would have developed in
such a way that life would have been impossible.”
This mystery has become known as the
Goldilocks Enigma, because the universe
appears to be ‘just right’ for us in the same way as
the little bear’s porridge, chair and bed were all
‘just right’ for Goldilocks in the children’s story.

Dawkins concludes, “As ever, the theist's answer is
deeply unsatisfying, because it leaves the
existence of God unexplained. A God capable of
calculating the Goldilocks values ... would have to
be at least as improbable as the finely tuned
combination of numbers itself, and that is very
improbable indeed.” He is left marvelling at the
number of people, who seem genuinely satisfied
by the ‘Divine Knob-Twiddler’ argument, as he
crudely puts it.[2]

Let us then revisit the argument. For the universe
to exist as it does and allow intelligent life to exist,
it requires an astonishing series of ‘coincidences’
to have occurred. Stephen Hawking suggested
that it is like a hoard of monkeys hammering away
on typewriters and by pure chance eventually
producing one of Shakespeare's sonnets.[3]

The remarkable fact is that the values of these
numbers seem to have been very finely adjusted
to make possible the development of life... It seems
clear that there are relatively few ranges of values
for the numbers that would allow the development
of any form of intelligent life. Most sets of values
would give rise to universes that, although they
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might be very beautiful, would contain no one
able to wonder at their beauty.[4]

Physicist Paul Davies estimated that for
electromagnetism a change of only one part in 10
to the power of 40 would have spelled disaster for
stars, like our sun, thereby precluding the
existence of planets.

The gravitational force must be what it is for
planets to have stable orbits around the sun.
Otherwise if they had a greater force they would
fall into the sun and burn up or if weaker, they
would escape from their orbit into a very cold
outer darkness. It is estimated that a change in
gravity by only one part in 10 to the power of 100
would have prevented a life permitting
universe.[5]

If the electric charge on an electron were only
slightly different, stars would be unable to burn
hydrogen and helium[6] and produce the chemical
elements such as carbon and oxygen that make
up our bodies. Similarly, the orbit of electrons in
atoms would not be stable, so matter as we know
it would not exist.

Stephen Hawking wrote, “If the rate of expansion
one second after the big bang had been smaller
by even one part in a hundred thousand million
million, the universe would have re-collapsed
before it ever reached its present size.”[7]

Not only must each of these quantities be
exquisitely fine tuned but their ratios to each other
must be finely tuned. As William Craig writes,
“Improbability is added to improbability until our
minds are reeling in incomprehensible numbers.”[8]

How are these extraordinary numbers to be
explained? The most popular explanation and the

one that appeals to Dawkins, is the ‘multiverse’.

The idea here is that, unbeknown to us, there are
other universes, all slightly different, so that it
becomes more likely that in that number, a
universe like ours might exist. Davies wrote, “The
multiverse  theory seeks to replace the
appearance of design by the hand of chance.”[9] |
have read some accounts that leave one to
believe that a relatively small number of other
universes  would significantly  alter  the
probabilities. That however is clearly not the case.

How many universes then would you need to
make it at all probable that one of them could be
like our universe? String theorists posit a number
of 10 to the power of 500. It might help to see that
number written out. It is 1 with 500 zeroes after it.

Here goes:
100,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,0
00,000,000,000,000,000,
000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,0
00,000,000,000,000,000,
000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,0
00,000,000,000,000,000,
000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,0
00,000,000,000,000,000,
000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,0
00,000,000,000,000,000,
000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,0
00,000,000,000,000,000,
000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,0
00,000,000,000,000,000,
000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,0
00,000,000,000,000,000,
000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,0
00,000,000,000,000,000,
000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,0
00,000,000.

Now that is an awful lot of universes, particularly
since the estimate for the total number of atoms in
the entire observable universe is no more than 10
to the power of 80.[10]

Now it must be understood that there is no hard
evidence at all for the existence of any other
universes and, if they exist, we would never be
able to see them or have any contact with them.
Can this then be considered a scientific idea if it
cannot be tested by experiment or observation?
Davies states, “It can be validly objected that a
theory which rests on entities that are in principle
unobservable  cannot be  described as
scientific.”[11]

Well might William of Occam turn uneasily in his
grave! This 14th century English friar proposed
the idea (known as Occam’'s Razor) that one
should not multiply causes needlessly. The
simpler of two competing explanations is
generally to be preferred, unless that simpler
explanation can be confidently ruled out.
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In fact, | think | heard old William chuckle the
other day, unless it was thunder. He must have
been reading his copy of New Scientist, dated 28
October 2009.[12] An article entitled ‘Multiplying
universes: How many is the multiverse?’ put
forward the latest thinking from cosmologists
Andre Linde and Vitaly Vanchurin, suggesting a
number of 10 to the power of 10 to the power of
10 million universes. Unlike the String theorist
figure of 10 with 500 zeroes after it, this new
figure could not possibly be written out.
Interestingly, the article itself gets the number
wrong, greatly underestimating its size — they
evidently couldn’t believe it either! It is a number
S0 utterly vast as to defy any sensible comment!

Having said that, is it possible that this is either a
little cosmological joke (ho, ho, ho!) or have they
produced something very close to a mathematical
proof for the existence of God? Either way, |
cannot imagine that the New Atheists will fall over
themselves in their rush to comment!
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