
 

 

 

 

  

 
Big Questions include ‘Can a robot be a friend?’ and ‘Why does the universe 
exist?’. They are questions that rarely have simple, agreed-upon answers 
about topics on which science and religion seem to have something to say.   

With countless opinions to consider and more information at our fingertips 
than ever before, how if at all can we make progress with these Big Questions 
and what kinds of answers are good ones? Today we explore new ways to 
work with Big Questions – and new insights on how knowledge is made.   

 

BIG QUESTIONS BRIDGING SCIENCE AND RELIGION 

CURRICULUM LINKS FOR THE DAY:  

The sessions across the day develop 
students’ ability to think critically and 
engage in high level questioning to 
support their GCSE learning. 

Topics link to curriculum areas across 
science and religion including: 

 The powers and limitations of science, 
 the nature of science,  
 genetics,  
 free will and moral responsibility,  
 understanding the relationships 

between science and religion, and 
 Using different methods and disciplines 

to analyse and evaluate the influence 
of religion on individuals and societies. 

KEYNOTE: PROF. BERRY BILLINGSLEY 

Berry Billingsley is a Professor of Science 
Education and leads the LASAR (Learning about 
Science and Religion) Research Centre. Berry’s 
first career was with the BBC, producing and 
presenting television and radio programmes 
about science at the frontiers of knowledge. 
This, and a physics degree, inspires her interest 
in Big Questions. Berry is also interested in 
young people's engagement in science and how 
science is reported in the media.  

WHY EPISTEMIC INSIGHT?  

To engage wisely with Big Questions like 
whether robots can think for themselves and 
why life exists – young scholars need to build 
their understanding of the strengths and 
limitations of disciplines like science, maths 
and the arts. At the same time, teachers 
need ways to work across curriculum 
boundaries to examine ideas from science 
and technology and explore questions that 
can sometimes be religiously sensitive. 

THE KEYNOTE 
 
We tend to take our uniqueness for granted. You 
look around and you see lots of ‘other’ people 
and some of them have things in common with 
you – but none of them are you. The physics of 
the universe has been used to suggest that 
there are patterns underpinning everything we 
see and everything that happens in the Universe 
– and in that case we might suppose that we 
would eventually see repetition. In the keynote 
we will explore what this suggests about the 
type of universe we live in, and what it means 
for how we think about who we are – 
individually and collectively. 



 

 

 

 

  

 

This workshop provides students with an interactive exploration of the 
epistemic limitations of science through the question of “Who or what are 
you?” Students will interrogate the powers and limitations of science. Is 
‘science’ the (only) way to answer this question? Are there other ways of 
making sense of existence? And if so, how might all these answers fit 
together in an emerging universe? Expect to be challenged and to give your 
point of view! 

  

ALL WE NEED IS SCIENCE OR IS IT? 

HOW THIS HELPS STUDENTS 
UNDERSTAND THE RELATIONSHIPS 
BETWEEN SCIENCE AND RELIGION  

Students are invited to consider what kinds 
of questions science should be asking (and 
can answer). They will evaluate the power 
and limitations of scientific enquiry, especially 
in relation to questions about personhood. 

Having developed their understanding of the 
preferred questions and methods for a 
variety of disciplines, they will examine the 
relationships between the disciplines. Finally, 
they will challenge the claim that science has 
a unique grasp on the discovery of truth 
about reality.  

WORKSHOP LEADER: REV. MARK 
LAYNESMITH  

Revd Mark Laynesmith is Anglican Chaplain at 
the University of Reading. He is trained in 
theology and history, and is interested in the 
interface between the modern world, theology 
and spirituality, and questions about the 
relationship between information and wisdom. 
His hobbies include beer-making and bread-
making. 

MOVING ON  

This workshop introduces the insight that 
different disciplines investigate the world in 
different ways and that their methods and 
norms of thought relate to the types of 
questions they tend to ask and explore. 

Think about this: Will science one day be 
able to answer all our questions? If you said 
yes, is a scientific answer – in your view – 
always a sufficient answer? Can science fully 
answer questions like, ‘What is love?’ and 
‘What does it means to be human?’ 

EPISTEMIC INSIGHT LEARNING 
OUTCOMES: 

Different disciplines have different preferred 
questions, methods and norms of thought. 

Scientism is not a necessary presupposition of 
science. 

TALKING POINT 

If there is a unique and intrinsic “thisness” about what 
it means to be human, then there is something about 
“being human” that might not be grasped through 
scientific methods. What other disciplines can we call 
on to help us understand what it means to be human? 



 

 

 

  

 

 

This workshop challenges students’ understanding of the place of 
reductionism in science and religion through the Big Question of “How do we 
gain knowledge?" Reductionism is a valuable tool in science but for some 
people it is also an ontological stance and has an impact on the meaning they 
give to personhood and human uniqueness. While examining their 
understanding of the nature of reductionism, students explore different ways 
to conceptualise its role in relation to big questions about life and nature. 

HOW DO WE KNOW WHAT WE KNOW? 

HOW THIS HELPS STUDENTS 
UNDERSTAND THE RELATIONSHIPS 
BETWEEN SCIENCE AND RELIGION  

Students begin by conducting experiments 
with spaghetti and formulating answers to 
different types of questions. They compare 
their answers to a question about the 
strength of spaghetti to their answers to a 
question about how people think when they 
are working together. They then consider a 
philosophical conundrum called the “Mary’s 
Room” experiment. These activities raise 
questions about how we can and should use 
reductionism. We bring the insights we 
discover to bear by revisiting big questions 
about the nature of reality and human 
personhood. 

WORKSHOP LEADER: MR FINLEY LAWSON 

Finley Lawson is a research Fellow at LASAR 
(Learning about Science and Religion). He 
joined LASAR in 2017 having previously worked 
in schools for 10 years as an educational 
support worker and Religious Studies specialist. 
He is currently studying for a PhD in Theology. 
His PhD thesis examines science, religion and 
identity building on previous work on the nature 
of theological and scientific descriptions of 
time/eternity. 

MOVING ON  

This workshop introduces students to the 
concept of reductionism as both a 
methodological tool and an ontological 
stance. Students are encouraged to compare 
ideas and develop their criticality around the 
power and limitations of science.  

Think about this: Methodological 
reductionism helps us to frame small 
questions designed to be amenable to 
science.  

EPISTEMIC INSIGHT LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES:  

Science and religion are not necessarily 
incompatible. 

Different disciplines have different preferred 
questions, methods and norms of thought. 

TALKING POINT 

What is added to our knowledge about colour by 
seeing the colour in reality? Is this something that we 
could understand with a full scientific definition or 
does perception add to our knowledge 



 

 

 

  

 

 

This workshop supports students to explore the relationships between 
genetics, determinism and identity whilst addressing the question “Can 
science make better humans?” Modern science, from information technology 
to genetics, has given us great power to intervene in human life. Indeed, 
some have claimed that we can now improve the human species (or at least 
individual members of it). We will focus on the genetic features of these 
claims. Can we really make ‘better humans’ and, if so, should we? 

GENES, DETERMINISM & HUMAN IMPROVEMENT 

HOW THIS SESSION HELPS STUDENTS 
UNDERSTAND THE RELATIONSHIPS 
BETWEEN SCIENCE AND RELIGION  

Students learn about new developments in 
human augmentation and genetic 
modification. They are invited to examine the 
power and limitations of science in relation to 
genetic manipulation.  

Moving on from questions that are very 
amenable to science they examine the more 
metaphysically sensitive questions regarding 
ethical and social implications of “human 
improvement”. Finally, they address the 
challenging question of whether humans 
could ever become androids. 

EPISTEMIC INSIGHT LEARNING 
OUTCOMES: 

Some questions are more metaphysically 
sensitive than others.   

WORKSHOP LEADER: PROF. JOHN BRYANT 

John was formerly Professor of Cell and 
Molecular Biology and Head of Biosciences at 
the University of Exeter and is now Professor 
Emeritus of Biosciences. His research has mainly 
focussed on the biochemistry of DNA and the 
workings of genes. John enjoys sport, especially 
road and cross-country running, cricket, and 
football; he is a keen birdwatcher and loves wild 
places. 

MOVING ON  

This workshop introduces the idea that some 
questions are more metaphysically sensitive 
than others. Reframing a question to work in 
different contexts can have a big impact on 
the metaphysical sensitivity of the question 
and which discipline(s) can help us to 
address it. 

Think about this: Consider the Big 
Question “Can science help us make better 
humans?” We could be more specific and 
add “better for what?” How do people’s 
answers change if we narrow the question by 
changing “better” to “healthier”? 

TALKING POINT 

This is a Big Question. We could ask whether we can 
genetically engineer humans and other animals to be 
better in the limited sense of healthier. Framed this 
way, the question is more amenable to scientific 
enquiry. That leaves, however, other ways to 
interpret the question and other disciplinary lenses 
that we might think matter. 



 

 

 

  

 

Baby Jamie was created to be a tissue match for an older sibling, Charlie. At 
the time, the family went overseas for treatment because they could not get 
approval to use this technology in the UK.  This interactive workshop invites 
student to critically examine how science informs decisions in our lives 
through the real-world context of saviour siblings. We examine a change in 
the law that was motivated by a change in social values rather than a change 
in scientific understanding or a change in what technology can do.  

BIG QUESTION CASE STUDY: SAVIOUR SIBLINGS 

HOW THIS HELPS STUDENTS 
UNDERSTAND THE RELATIONSHIPS 
BETWEEN SCIENCE AND RELIGION  

Students examine this complex issue through 
their roles as jury members in a court case. 
This enables students to examine the issue 
from scientific and religious perspectives and 
in doing so develop their understanding of the 
preferred methods and norms of thoughts of 
different disciplines.  

Students critically examine the law and 
changes in the law around saviour siblings. 
They look at what the law means for how 
collectively we value each person and what 
our reactions to the law reveal about our own 
values. 

WORKSHOP LEADER: MRS CLAIRE 
PARKIN 

Claire is a research and resources coordinator 
for LASAR and joined the team in September 
2019. Claire was a primary school teacher and 
senior leader in school for eight years and 
worked for the past six years as a senior 
lecturer in Primary Religious Education at St 
Mary's University, Twickenham. She has 
particular interests in how religious education 
lessons can help to support pupils who are 
looked after or previously looked after/adopted.  

MOVING ON  

This workshop develops students 
understanding of different ways of knowing 
and how they interact. It supports their 
understanding of the power and limitations 
of science and other disciplines. 

Think about this: How does science know 
it has a “good” answer to the question of 
saviour siblings? How would other disciplines 
investigate this question and how would they 
know they had arrived at a good answer? 

EPISTEMIC INSIGHT LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES: 

Some questions are more amenable to science 
than others. 

Some questions are more metaphysically 
sensitive than others. 

TALKING POINT 

The criteria we use to make decisions about the value 
of an individual at a personal/family level are different 
from the approach we take to legal/ scientific 
decisions made at the level of a population.   



 

 

 

  

 

This workshop equips students with the skills to tackle Big Questions that 
bridge science and religion by providing them with the tools and experience to 
investigate how different disciplines contribute to answering Big Questions in 
real-world contexts. By examining the powers and limitations of science with 
the question “Can we ever see a painting as the artist saw it?”  students will 
be equipped to think critically about the powers of different disciplines and 
how this ultimately relates to the relationships between science and religion.  

 

SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY AND ART IN CONVERSATION  

HOW THIS HELPS STUDENTS 
UNDERSTAND THE RELATIONSHIPS 
BETWEEN SCIENCE AND RELIGION 

Students begin by examining Renoir’s 
Madame Léon Clapisson painting. They 
explore the question of what makes a “good” 
painting before developing their 
understanding of how the painting has been 
investigated through science during its 
conservation. 

Finally, students critically discuss whether 
science ever answer the question of what 
makes Madame Léon Clapisson valuable as a 
work of art? Can science inform our answer 
to this question?    

WORKSHOP LEADER: DR MARK WINDSOR 

Mark Windsor is a research Fellow at LASAR 
(Learning about Science and Religion). His 
background is in philosophy and history of art, 
and he has seven years' experience of teaching 
these subjects in universities. In his research, 
Mark is interested in how different disciplines 
can interact to inform our thinking about topics. 

MOVING ON  

In this workshop, students look at how 
history and science can change the way we 
see a painting and think about the power 
and limitations of science in a real-world 
context.   

Think about this: Computer visualisations 
enable us to see the painting in its “original” 
colours. But is this “really” how it was 
intended to be seen? What other factors 
change how we see/evaluate/value the 
painting? 

EPISTEMIC INSIGHT LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES:  

Understand the nature of science in real world 
contexts. 

Some questions are more metaphysically 
sensitive than others.

TALKING POINT 

Artist’s intention, historical context and technology 
can all change how we see, understand and value a 
work of art. This workshop develops students’ 
understanding of how different disciplines interpret 
and investigate the same question. 



 

 

 

 

 

This workshop invites students to examine emerging AI technologies and the 
impact they can have on how we do and should understand human 
personhood. Students build simple robots and guide more complicated robots 
through a maze puzzle. We then move into considering the implications of 
increasingly advanced and humanlike robots for how we can and should 
understand the idea of personhood – and whether it applies only to ourselves. 

CAN A ROBOT BE RESPONSIBLE FOR MAKING A MISTAKE? 

HOW THIS HELPS STUDENTS 
UNDERSTAND THE RELATIONSHIPS 
BETWEEN SCIENCE AND RELIGION  

Students develop their understanding of new 
developments in robotics and Artificial 
Intelligence. They examine whether these 
advances trivialise or illuminate human 
significance. 

Finally, they move to compare ways that 
scholars in different disciplines and those 
working across disciplines describe and 
explain what it means to be human, and the 
challenges of our “human” language to 
describe robotics.  

WORKSHOP LEADER: DR MEHDI NASSAJI 

Mehdi Nassaji is a research Fellow at LASAR 
(Learning about Science and Religion). His BSc 
was in Control Engineering and then completed 
two MA degrees in Education and in Philosophy 
of Science. The focus of his PhD was on the idea 
of Plurality of Truth, arguing that there can be a 
number of different true claims, including 
religious truths that are not necessarily reducible 
or translatable to Science. 

MOVING ON  

This workshop develops students’ 
understanding of the challenges in 
comparing human personhood and 
“electronic personhood”. Artificial Intelligence 
provides a thought-provoking test case for 
understanding what it means to be a 
“person”. 

Think about this: There are limitations to 
our ability to predict reality (and then apply 
this to engineering problems). AI/Robotics 
provides a challenge because interaction with 
the world can’t be easily predicted. How do 
we programme for the unexpected? 

EPISTEMIC INSIGHT LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES:  

Some questions are more metaphysically 
sensitive than others. 

Different disciplines have different preferred 
questions, methods and norms of thought. 

TALKING POINT 

How does “autonomy” and “decision making” within 
AI and robotics change our understanding of these 
concepts in humans? Should robots be held 
responsible for their actions? 


