
Does the universe  
have a purpose?

Unlikely.	 Lawrence M. Krauss 	 2

Yes.	 David Gelernter	 3

Perhaps.	 Paul Davies	 4

No.	 Peter William Atkins	 5

Indeed.	 Nancey Murphy	 6

Yes.	 Owen Gingerich	 8

Very Likely.	 Bruno Guiderdoni	 9

No.	 Christian de Duve	 10

Yes.	 John F. Haught	 12

Not Sure.	 Neil deGrasse Tyson	 13

Certainly.	 Jane Goodall	 14

I Hope So.	 Elie Wiesel	 15



I N T R O D U C T I O N

A  T E M P L E T O N  C O N V E R S A T I O N

�

The John Templeton Foundation serves as a philanthropic catalyst for research on 
what scientists and philosophers call the Big Questions. We support work at the 
world’s top universities in such fields as theoretical physics, cosmology, 

evolutionary biology, cognitive science, and social science relating to love, forgiveness, 
creativity, purpose, and the nature and origin of religious belief. We encourage informed, 
open-minded dialogue between scientists and theologians as they apply themselves to 	
the most profound issues in their particular disciplines. And, in a more practical vein, 	
we seek to stimulate new thinking about wealth creation in the developing world, 	
character education in schools and universities, and programs for cultivating the talents 	
of gifted children.

This booklet neatly embodies our approach to the Big Questions: the contributors are 
scholars and thinkers of the first rank, they address a perennial and much-disputed subject, 
and they bring to bear—in civil, elegant prose—a range of different perspectives. By 
assembling this “conversation,” we intend to promote a dialogue that transcends familiar 
rhetoric and stock answers. We aim to turn discourse on the Big Questions in a more 
thoughtful, considered direction. It is our hope that this booklet will be a lasting resource 
for students, teachers, parents, scientists, clergy, and anyone else engaged with the great 
issues of human nature and purpose.

Two additional “conversations” on Big Questions at the core of the Foundation’s mandate 
may also be of interest to readers. They can be found online at the following addresses:

Will money solve Africa’s development problems?
www.templeton.org/africa

Does science make belief in God obsolete?
www.templeton.org/belief



Unlikely. 
Perhaps you hoped for a stronger statement, one way or the other. But as a scientist I don’t 
believe I can make one. While nothing in biology, chemistry, physics, geology, astronomy, 
or cosmology has ever provided direct evidence of purpose in nature, science can never 
unambiguously prove that there is no such purpose. As Carl Sagan said, in another con-
text: Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. 
Of course, nothing would stop science from uncovering positive evidence of divine 	
guidance and purpose if it were attainable. For example, tomorrow night if we look up at 
the stars and they have been rearranged into a pattern that reads, “I am here,” I think even 
the most hard-nosed scientific skeptic would suspect something was up. 
But no such unambiguous signs have been uncovered among the millions and millions of 
pieces of data we have gleaned about the natural world over centuries of exploration. And 
this is precisely why a scientist can conclude that it is very unlikely that there is any divine 
purpose. If a creator had such a purpose, she could choose to demonstrate it a little more 
clearly to the inhabitants of her creation. 

One is always free, as some people do, to interpret the laws of nature as signs of purpose, as for example 
Pope Pius did when Belgian physicist-priest George Lemaitre demonstrated that Einstein’s general theory 
of relativity implied the universe had a beginning. The Pope interpreted this as scientific proof of Genesis, 
but Lemaitre asked him to stop saying this. The big bang, as it has become known, can be interpreted in 
terms of a divine beginning, but it can equally be interpreted as removing God from the equation entirely. 
The conclusion is in the mind of the beholder, and it is outside of the realm of scientific theory 	
and prediction. 
Finally, even if the universe has a hidden purpose, everything we know about the cosmos suggests that we 
do not play a central role in it. We are, as a planet, cosmically insignificant. Life on Earth will end, as it has 
probably done on countless planets in the past, and will do in the future. And all the stars and all the 
galaxies we see could disappear in an instant and the universe would go on behaving more or less as it is 
doing right now. Nature seems as uncaring as it is unyielding. 
Thus, organized religions, which put humanity at the center of some divine plan, seem to assault our 
dignity and intelligence. A universe without purpose should neither depress us nor suggest that our lives 
are purposeless. Through an awe-inspiring cosmic history we find ourselves on this remote planet in a 
remote corner of the universe, endowed with intelligence and self-awareness. We should not despair, but 
should humbly rejoice in making the most of these gifts, and celebrate our brief moment in the sun.
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