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Extended Abstract

John C. Polkinghorne (1930-2021) is one of the leading figures of science and theology, who has
provided us with a rich, scientific-friendly model for divine action. His model, which employs
ideas from quantum physics, chaos theory, many-particle physics, Bohemian mechanics, and
Christian theology, has received much praise and criticism. Many of these criticisms received
suitable responses or can be replied to appropriately based on Polkinghorne's principles. Here, we
argue that a serious objection is that he assumes top-down causation as a mechanism of divine
agency. In contrast, this type of causation can have a completely naturalistic interpretation.

Polkinghorne himself noted that active information is a conjectural and heuristic concept.
(However, he believes it is promising and aligned with our physical knowledge and everyday
experience of human agency.) What exactly is meant by the mental aspect of the world? He appeals
to an analogy with Bohr's complementarity principle. But this analogy is too weak to be the basis
of a solid argument. Also, he considers the objective becoming to require that God is not aware of
the future because the future is not knowable. Many theists will find such a position very
controversial .However, the existence of such defects in Polkinghorne's model does not necessarily
cause serious problems. If we consider his model as an ongoing research project, those defects are
only a sign that his approach needs to be completed via further investigations.

We believe that a more serious objection to Polkinghorne's approach is due to the assumption
that top-down causation is the mechanism of divine agency. Polkinghorne considers top-down
causality as the mechanism of agency, human or divine. Is it the only or the best possible
interpretation of top-down causality? If the answer to this question is affirmative, Polkinghorne is
justified in considering top-down causality as the mechanism of agency. Otherwise, his approach
faces a serious problem because he has not provided us with any justification for accepting this
particular interpretation.

Undoubtedly, fully naturalistic interpretations of top-down causation are conceivable. For
example, a branch of research on life seeks to explain the nature and origin of life using the concept
of top-down causality in a completely naturalistic sense. In this approach, the difference between
non-living and living beings is considered in information processing. The biosphere has a
hierarchical structure in which the highest amount of information processing occurs at its upper
levels and information flows to lower levels. In this picture of the biosphere, higher levels will
causally affect lower levels. Although the source of the information is not yet known and is an
open question, these researchers aim to explain the emergence of information and life in a way
that it is not necessary to consider it as the result of the action of an intelligent agent (see Walker
(2014) and, also, Davis (2012; 2019). The evaluation of such an approach is beyond the scope of
this article. We are just intended to show that fully naturalistic interpretations of top-down
causation are also conceivable. According to such naturalistic interpretations, the notion of top-
down causality is coined to capture the effects of the environment. These effects are more
complicated than the effect of one part of the system on another.

Drees (2000) also points out a similar point. He claims that top-down causality is nothing but
the interaction between a subsystem and the greater system that that subsystem belongs to.
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Similarly, holism has no more content than the need to consider environmental effects. In his
opinion, the world-as-a-whole is only a metaphor for considering the environment in the study of
systems. He concludes that if we want to use this metaphor, it is the environment that is located at
the top, and its effect is manifested in the form of top-down influence.

What is the best interpretation of top-down causation? The answer is controversial. The
defender of naturalism can claim that the best interpretation of top-down causation is a naturalistic
interpretation that puts nature at the top. At the same time, the opponent can claim that the
existence of top-down causality is a sign of the existence of a supernatural intelligent agent.
Polkinghorne's model does not help to find an answer to this question; rather, it presupposes the
denial of naturalism. One can accept most of the components of his model, such as rejecting
reductionism, the existence of top-down causality, the existence of ontological gaps, the
commitment to holism, the existence and function of active information, and objective becoming,
and at the same time deny that top-down causality is the mechanism of divine action.

Therefore, although his model has a great scientific-philosophical appeal, its theological
significance seems very controversial. For, according to Polkinghorne's own standards, a model
for divine action would be theologically significant when it undermines, if not refutes, naturalism.
However, a significant part of his approach is completely neutral towards accepting or rejecting
naturalism, and the remaining part presupposes its rejection. He claims that according to his model,
God is not just a cause like other causes, and the problem of causal joint is also solved properly.
But these are true judgments concerning his model if we have already abandoned the commitment
to naturalism.
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