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Notes on Style

Most Bible references follow the version used by Clerk Maxwell himself, which
was of course the King James Version. Some other references, used in

commentary, are in the New International Version.

Capital letters are often used for pronouns referring to Deity, as Maxwell tended
to use them.

Maxwell used the term ,,man” in a generic sense, meaning human beings.
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INTRODUCTION

When the volumes of the Mecani?]ue Celeste (Celestial Mechanics) were
published in the beginning of the 19" century, Napoleon noticed that Pierre
Simon Laplace discussed the problem of the celestial bodies at great length
without saying a word about the role of God in it. Laplace’s answer was solid
and concise: ,,Je n’ai pas eu besoin de cette hypothése, Sire.” — ,,Your Majesty, I
did not need that hypothesis.”

As we know, this was not only his private opinion, but the general
conviction of many scientists and philosophers of his age. They thought that
science and theology were forever ,divorced”. That kind of attitude more and
more dominated the relation of science and theology in the 19" century and
resulted in a critical atmosphere also in the 20™ century, especially in the
countries which were under the influence of Marxist philosophy. We also know
that there was always a residual core of great scientists who could not agree with
this idea. They worked independently of this view and did not let themselves be
disturbed by the separation of science and theology. It may be a very surprising
thing that in the midst of that separation, acceptance of the Christian way of
thinking played an important role in leaving mechanistic thought and taking a
step forward in the development of science. It took place in the late fifties and
early sixties of the 19" century with the work of James Clerk Maxwell, the
brilliant thinker and genuine Christian.

"He was born in Edinburgh on June 13, 1831 and grew up at Glenlair, South
Scotland, where his father built a family home. He studied at the University of
Edinburgh, and at Peterhouse and Trinity Colleges in Cambridge.

In November 1856 he began to work in Aberdeen as professor of natural
philosophy at Marischal College. Between 1860-1865 h¢ was professor of
natural philosophy and astronomy at King’s College in London. This period of
his life is distinguished by the production of his most important papers on
Colours, the Kinetic Theory of Gases, and Physical Lines of Force: A



Dynamical Theory of the Electromagnetic Field, which was written in 1864 and
published in 1873. This latter essay contains his famous equations which predict
the wave nature of electromagnetic phenomena resulting in the research efforts
which culminated in his great masterpiece.

Between 1865-1871 Clerk Maxwell lived in his father’s house in Scotland.
From 1871 he was elected to be the first professor of the famous Cavendish
Laboratory established by the University of Cambridge. Maxwell died in 1879.

Looking back to the history of science his name undoubtedly is among the
greatest physicists of the world ever mentioned by the historians of science. His
theory on the electromagnetic field is an important step forward between the
time of Newton and Einstein. It is really true that Clerk Maxwell’s life and work,
and his significance in science, is deeply appreciated by great physicists,
mathematicians, philosophers and historians of science in the context of their
respective disciplines. But we should also evaluate him from the theological
point of view, examining his Christian way of thinking in which he devoted his
whole existence to Jesus Christ. This is an ardent wish of many theologians and
scientists, following the emphasis of Thomas F. Torrance.

James Clerk Maxwell was not only a great scientist but also a brilliant
thinker. He lived in the Victorian age and was probably influenced by the
contemporary culture which had a very real vision of reality as a unitary whole.
In the first chapter we can see how he was or was not influenced by the
Victorians and how great a role his-biblically based faith played in his way of
thinking. In the case of Maxwell it is very important to judge whether it was the
philosophical impact or theological effect which impressed him in a deeper way.
The next chapter demonstrates how his Christian way of thinking provides a
heuristic clue for his scientific and theological understanding. Regarding the
unity of the world Maxwell referred to the role of Christ from whom we respond
and through whom we participate in the loving character of the Triune God in
whose creation we take delight as we discover its. intricate, subtle intelligibility.
This discovery is the vision of physical reality, which is grounded, mediated and
motivated by theological insight with respect to the Triune God. Theology, in
other words, functions as a lens through which reality is understood to be unitary
and functions in this way to further scientific discovery, for James Clerk
Maxwell at least. In the third chapter we point out how his theological
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perceptions actually can be discerned as a regulating guide in his scientific
creativity. After these, of course, the question has to be raised: if Maxwell’s
theological insights functioned as a heuristic clue for him, what really is the
contemporary relevance of his particular view of the relation between theology
and science as he lived it out personally in his own life? The answer can be
found in the fourth section of this monograph. The last part of this writing is an
appendix in which the reader can find all the recorded biblical passages that
were referred to by such a genius. Forty passages have been found so far, but it
may be possible to find more in the archives of Great Britain where his
unpublished papers and manuscripts are collected and preserved. The appendix
presents these passages, describing their context and, at the same time,
evaluating theologically Maxwell’s Bible interpretation. These findings
convince one of the importance and reality of his biblical knowledge in his life
and thought.

In consideration of this particular theme finally we have to say that the
investigation of the life and work of James Clerk Maxwell from the theological
viewpoint started with the examination of his biblical insight. It was necessary,
of course, to begin with the disclosure of his biblical understanding; then could
come the theological evaluation of his thought. It is the natural way to do
theology. Now, in logical sequence, the reader can see the result of this
endeavor. — I am grateful for the Center of Theological Inquiry at Princeton, NJ,
USA, where | completed this research.

Botond Gaal

Debrecen/Hungary
September, 2002
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