
 

When I pray, what does God do? 
 

‘everything we do in the Christian life is easier 
than prayer’   Martyn Lloyd Jones 
 

Problems of a laser beam God? 

 The predictable world of science 

 The seemingly unpredictable and trivial 

will of God.  

 The messy God of the Bible 
 
 
 
 

 

 

The laws of nature 
 
Charles Darwin ‘the more we know of the 
fixed laws of nature the more incredible do 
miracles become.’   
Leibniz wrote concerning Nature, ‘I maintain 
it to be a watch, that goes without wanting to 
be mended by him’  
Rudolf Bultmann  ‘We cannot use electric 
lights and radios and in the event of illness 
avail ourselves of modern medical and 
clinical means and at the same time believe 
in the spirit and wonder world of the New 
Testament. ‘  
  

 The ‘sit back and watch’ God? 

 The ‘working in the mind’ God? 
Kierkegaard, ‘The function of prayer is not to 
influence God, but rather to change the 
nature of the one who prays’ 

 A ‘persuasive’ God? 
EL Mascall ‘the God of process theology is more to be pitied than worshipped’. 

 
The laws of science are a description of God’s regular activity in sustaining the 
universe   

‘upholding all things by his word of power’ (Hebrews 1:3).   

 
 

Moving on into at least the 20
th

 century 
 
In 1986, 300 years after Principia Mathematica was presented to the Royal Society, the International 
Union of Theoretical and Applied Mechanics made a public apology:    ‘We collectively wish to 
apologize for having misled the general educated public by spreading ideas about the determinism of 
systems satisfying Newton’s laws of motion that, after 1960, were proved to be incorrect…..Modern 
theories of dynamical systems have clearly demonstrated the unexpected fact that systems governed 
by the equations of Newtonian dynamics do not necessarily exhibit the ‘predictability’ property. 

 
 



 

 To take it further  
In the coming academic year David Wilkinson will be teaching 

a module in Science and Faith in Mission and Ministry as 
part of the Durham/Common Awards MA programme.  This is 
taught fully on-line through video, audio and message boards 
so you can do it without having to travel to Durham.  It can be 
audited or can be done for credit.  If you would like to know 
more email David Wilkinson  david.wilkinson@durham.ac.uk 

 
 Why this course? 

o Exciting curriculum including cutting edge science 

developments and historical case studies  

o Taught entirely online and within your own time. 

o Can be taken either as stand-alone course as audit 

or as part of MA level qualification. 

o No prior qualifications in science or theology 

required to audit this course 

o Summative Assessment: 5000 word research essay 

Formative Assessment: Presentation 

o Commitment of 3 hours/week with additional 

voluntary reading. 

 

 From clocks to clouds 

 The chaos of clouds  
 The Newtonian picture of the world is far from being a good picture 

of the world.   
 Does unpredictability give freedom to God to work within the 

scientific laws of the universe in unusual ways?  
 Breaks what John Polkinghorne calls the ‘tyranny of common 

sense’.   

 

Don’t make God too small 
Our Father……. 

 The importance of ‘who’ 

 With law and grace 

 From creation to new creation 
 

When I pray, what does God do……….. 
→ is sustaining the structures and laws of the universe 
→ is transforming this creation into new creation 
→ is transforming the person who prays to collaborate in building the Kingdom 
→ could be answering some prayers through working in the uncertainty of the 

quantum world and in chaotic systems 
→ could work by transcending his normal ways of working for specific purposes 

 

Don’t dismiss laser beams 
Polkinghorne ‘tuning of divine and human wills to mutual resonance through the collaboration of 
prayer.' 

 
Ruth Etchells ‘prayer has always been a bridge between the mundane and the holy’.   
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