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Astronomer and exo-biologist Carl Sagan has written:
“Space exploration leads directly to religious and philo-
sophical questions.”1 Just what are these questions? Unfor-
tunately, some of the first questions typically asked are very
misleading. At the top of the list is a question posed all too
frequently by skeptical scientists and tabloid journalists.
The question goes like this: “If we discover living beings in
outer space as intelligent or more intelligent than we, will
the Christian religion collapse?” Physicist and popular
science author Paul Davies provides an example. In his God
and the New Physics he lays down the gauntlet:

The existence of extra-terrestrial intelligences
would have a profound impact on religion, shatter-
ing completely the traditional perspective on God’s
relationship with man. The difficulties are par-
ticularly acute for Christianity, which postulates
that Jesus Christ was God incarnate whose mission
was to provide salvation for man on Earth. The
prospect of a host of ‘alien Christs’ systematically
visiting every inhabited planet in the physical
form of the local creatures has a rather absurd
aspect. Yet how otherwise are the aliens to be
saved?2

What is misleading here is the assumption that the
Christian religion is fragile, that it is so fixed upon its
orientation to human beings centered on earth that an
experience with extra-terrestrial beings would shatter it. An
alleged earth-centrism renders Christianity vulnerable. Yet,
I find little or no credible evidence that such a threat exists.
To the contrary, I find that when the issue of beings on other
worlds has been raised it has been greeted positively.
Nevertheless, it is important to observe that the issue has
only seldom been raised; and so to Davies credit it is not
crystal clear how theologians would react should extra-
terrestrial intelligence (ETI) suddenly become part of our
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everyday world. So I believe the theological community
should view the Davies challenge as an opportunity to think
more deeply about the matter. I advocate exo-theology that
is, speculation on the theological significance of extra-
terrestrial life.

In what follows it will be my task to show that theolo-
gians following philosophers in the ancient and medieval
periods consciously confronted the prospect of life on other
worlds and on more than one occasion actually integrated
such thinking into their theological understanding. Then I
will survey examples of contemporary religious and theo-
logical spokespersons who represent Roman Catholic, evan-
gelical Protestant, liberal Protestant, and Jewish theological
perspectives. Here we will find that the topic of extra-
terrestrial intelligence is seldom raised; but when it comes
up it seems to present no significant difficulty. Neverthe-
less, such study would not be complete without examining
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the fundamentalist literature of the 1970s that may have
contributed to the misunderstanding alluded to above. This
literature sought to demonize the UFO phenomenon—
presuming that UFOs are associated with extra-terrestrial
intelligence—and this literature might have given the im-
pression that the Christian faith is more fragile than it in fact
is. To this agenda we now turn.

Historical Theology: Might God Create Many Worlds?

The question of the existence of extra-terrestrial intel-
ligent life as we pose it today was, in the ancient world,
subsumed under a slightly broader question: Are there many
worlds or only one? The story begins prior to the Christian
era. It begins during the rise of philosophy in Greece in the
fourth century before Christ.

Yes, there are many worlds, said the atomistic philoso-
phers Democritus (460-370 BC) and Epicurus (341-270
BC). The basic assumption of atomism is that the things we
know in the world are the result of chance. They are formed
by the chance coalescence of atoms moving about within the
void, within empty space. Atoms are in constant motion,
colliding, sticking together, and forming things. This is how
our world came into existence. And because the number of
atoms is infinite, it follows that there is an infinite number
of other worlds (aperoi kosmoi) resulting from the same
cause and effect chance formations. A Roman disciple of
these earlier Greeks, Lucretius (98-54 BC), wrote in his
famous On the Nature of Things: “Since there is illimitable
space in every direction, and since seeds innumerable in
number and unfathomable in sum are flying about in many
ways driven in everlasting movement,” the existence of
other worlds must be admitted,  “especially since this world
was made by nature.”3 Just as there are many kinds of fish,
there are many earths. Just as there are many kinds of life on
earth, there are many kinds of worlds.

What about life in those other worlds? Epicurus and
Lucretius positively asserted the existence of plants and
living creatures on other worlds. Speculation on this ques-
tion sometimes focused on the moon. One late Greek source
known as pseudo-Plutarch says that “the moon is terraneous,
is inhabited as our earth is, and contains animals of a larger
size and plants of a rarer beauty than our globe affords.”4

Note the assumption that we live on a global, not a flat, earth.
Note also the hint of utopianism: the “rarer beauty than our
globe affords.”

No, answered the towering giant of ancient philosophy,
Aristotle (384-322 BC); there is only one world and not
many. He rejected the arguments of the atomists, especially
the idea of chance formation. Aristotle’s primary argument
was based on his belief that all things naturally seek their
proper place. The motions of the four simple elements which

make up reality—earth, air, fire, and water—were governed
by two principles. They would move toward their natural
place by nature, or they would move away from their natural
place by violence. The natural place for the earth is the
center of the world, and the other elements are oriented
accordingly. Fire seeks its natural place by ascending to the
heavens, while water and air seek their places in between.
What results is a cosmological vision of a single reality with
the earth at its center. Extending out from the center we find
concentric spheres until we reach the one and only heaven.
The heart of the argument is what we  might call a “natural-
centrism” toward which all of nature tends. And, of course,
there can exist but one center. Therefore, there can exist one
and only one world.5

It is well known that Aristotle’s philosophy made a
significant impact on Christian theology. It dominated the
medieval tradition of scholasticism. Perhaps this accounts
for the assumption made by Paul Davies and others that
Christian theology places the earth or humanity at the center
of the universe. Although Aristotle’s influence was doubt-
less formidable, nevertheless, it would be simplistic to say
that Christians say it just because Aristotle says it. There was
a good deal more flexibility and even controversy than we
might assume.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274) of the University of
Paris is the best known and most influential of the scholastic
theologians and, to be sure, he was dedicated to reconciling
the Christian faith with Aristotelian philosophy. The par-
ticular question he confronted which leads into our topic
here was this: Is God’s omnipotence compromised if God
creates only one world? The counter assumption seems to be
that an omnipotent God could, if desired, create an infinite
number of worlds. Thomas’s position is that “it is necessary
that all things should belong to one world.”6 The key
premise is that perfection is found in unity. One world which
is constituted of everything that exists would be perfect, a
definition which, by the way, derives from Plato. In sum, it
would be more in accord to say that God has created a single
perfect world than a great number of necessarily imperfect
worlds. Hence, divine omnipotence and the existence of
only one world are compatible.

 . . . it would be more in accord to say that

God has created a single perfect world than

a great number of necessarily imperfect

worlds. Hence, divine omnipotence and the

existence of only one world are compatible.
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Note what is missing here. Thomas is not arguing
according to some principle of earth chauvinism that the
earth must be the center because it is the best; he is not
arguing that the human race is the be-all and end-all. Rather,
he is exploring where the logic of certain premises might
take him. He is agreeing with Aristotle that our world is
ordered, not by chance as Democritus and the atomists said,
but by the principle of unity tending toward perfection. Be
that as it may, the Thomistic view is definitely in favor of
one world, not many.

But Thomas was not the only one to consider this issue.
Others did with other opinions. John Buridan (1295-1358),
also at the University of Paris, said, “...we hold from faith
that just as God made this world, so he could make another
or several worlds.”7 Note that Buridan’s position is based
upon faith, not philosophy. Yet Buridan did not want to fly
in the face of Aristotle’s arguments. So, he added a premise.
Different elements which operate according to different
laws could be produced in other worlds. Other worlds, then,
would not have to obey what we earlier identified as
Aristotle’s law of natural-centrism. This would permit God
to create another world; and he could order the things in it
to that world and not to the center of ours. Thus, Buridan
could meet the demands of both faith and philosophy.

Nicole Oresme (1320-82), Bishop of Lisieux, extended
Buridan’s thinking in his treatise, De coelo de mundo. But
rather than make peace between faith and Aristotle, Oresme
simply repudiated Aristotle. To do so he reformulated the
definitions of ‘up’ and ‘down’, the directional indicators for
the movement of light and heavy things. Heavy things go
down, toward the center of the earth. According to Oresme’s
reformulation, however, ‘up’ and ‘down’ no longer refer
only to the center and circumference of our world alone.
Another world with another center could have its own
version of up and down. All things do not have to orient
themselves to our world’s center. There could exist a
plurality of centers. This denies the position of both Aristotle
and Thomas that all things in the same universe must have
a relation to one another. Two worlds sufficiently removed
need not have a relation to one another, but only relations
between their own respective parts. In the 14th century it
was easier to disagree with Aristotle than it would be later
when Aristotle’s metaphysics became almost a criterion of
Christian orthodoxy.

So Steven Dick can unravel a litany of medieval theo-
logians prior to the Copernican revolution who could accept
the many worlds idea, including Albertus Magnus, John
Major, Leonardo da Vinci, and the Spanish Jewish scholar
Hasdai Crescas. With some theologians, such as Nicholas of
Cusa (1401-1464), we not only get a plurality of worlds but
also of extra-terrestrial life.

Life, as it exists here on earth in the form of men,
animals and plants, is to be found, let us suppose,
in a higher form in the solar and stellar regions.
Rather than think that so many stars and parts of
the heavens are uninhabited and that this earth of
ours alone is peopled—and that with beings per-
haps of an inferior type—we will suppose that in
every region there are inhabitants, differing in
nature by rank and all owing their origin to God,
who is the center and circumference of all stellar
regions.8

This is what we find in the medieval period. What
happened at the dawn of the modern period? What happened
to religious thinking about life on other worlds in the wake
of the Copernican revolution and the heliocentric theory of
the universe where each planet, including earth, has its own
center of gravity?

This heliocentric view, of course, met with resistance
from some leaders. Not all church theologians objected,
only those who had committed themselves to Aristotelian
metaphysics. We recall here that heliocentrism was con-
demned in 1616. Yet it is important to note that this
condemnation was not based directly on the issue of many
worlds. In his defense of Galileo, Tommaso Campanella in
effect gave support to the many worlds point of view. He
made it clear that the idea of multiple worlds violated no
decrees of the Roman Catholic Church and certainly was not
contrary to Scripture. It was contrary only to the opinion of
Aristotle. Then, lifting the argument to a higher level, he
pointed out that Galileo’s heliocentric view does not actu-
ally posit a plurality of worlds, rather, it discloses one world,
the universe, with many subsystems within it.

Theological accommodation to the new science and the
vast view of the universe opened up by astronomy moved
sufficiently rapidly so that Arthur Lovejoy could write:

[B]y the first or second decade of the eighteenth
century not only the Copernican theory of the solar
system but also belief in other inhabited planets
and in the plurality of worlds seems to have been
commonly accepted even in highly orthodox
circles.9

In his important study on the history of Protestant
thought and natural science, John Dillenberger reports how
the debate over many worlds continued in the Reformation
churches. “The debate hung on the assumption that human
life existed on other planets,” writes Dillenberger. A second
and more troubling assumption was that Scripture nowhere
mentions extra-terrestrial life. In the event that life on other
planets is discovered through science, then this significant
truth about our universe would be revealed apart from
Scripture. The recognition of this possibility could mean a
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shift in the focus of Christian theology toward creation;
creation would be thought to be more extensive than re-
demption. In the tradition of the Two Books—Scripture and
Nature—nature seemed to be revealing more about creation
than Scripture about redemption.

Now creation, interpreted as the wisdom of God in
His works, was more significant than
redemption...there was an entire realm where sci-
ence was valid and where the Biblical tradition
had nothing to say.10

The significance of this historical observation for our study
here is that, although a theological debate took place, the
theologians did not deem it important to reject the notion of
other worlds with living creatures.

So Steven Dick can list numerous natural theologians of
the 17th and 18th centuries, following the Copernican
Revolution, who could affirm many worlds such as Richard
Bentley, John Ray, William Derham, Immanuel Kant, and
others. Similar to Nicholas of Cusa, Richard Bentley, a
theologian and contemporary colleague of Isaac Newton,
posited the existence of ETI. As he did so, he anticipated
contemporary ethical concerns regarding the centrality or
non-centrality of the human race on our planet. He was
preparing to combat what we might today call “earth chau-
vinism.”

...we need not nor do not confine and determine
the purposes of God in creating all mundane
bodies, merely to human ends and uses...all bodies
were formed for the sake of intelligent minds: and
as the Earth was principally designed for the being
and service and contemplation of men; why may
not all other planets be created for the like uses,
each for their own inhabitants which have life and
understanding?11

In sum, during the formidable period of medieval
scholasticism, despite the forceful impact of Aristotelian
philosophy, Christian theology was by no means wedded to
the idea that God created only one world. An honest debate
persisted well past the Copernican revolution into the mod-
ern era. More than one position was put forth. Some of our
best minds not only affirmed the idea of multiple worlds, but
even spoke positively regarding the existence of extra-
terrestrial life.

Contemporary Theology: What About ETI?

The period of history following World War II is the
space age in many respects. We have been putting satellites
in orbit and astronauts on the moon, and we have been
sending probes to Venus, Mars, and beyond. We have been
searching for extra-terrestrial life with radio telescopes.12

Budgetary arguments regarding space exploration rage an-
nually in the U.S. Congress. Our theaters have been showing

sci-fi films depicting inter-planetary space travel and even
wars between extra-terrestrial civilizations. Nine percent of
the U.S. population claims to have seen what they believe to
be a UFO, and half the people who think of UFOs as a reality
believe they come from outer space. Our culture is shot
through and through with space consciousness.

One would expect, therefore, that theological leaders
would want to respond to the rise in space consciousness by
providing some intellectual guidance. Yet, surprisingly,
relatively little is being done. The subject is too widely
ignored, in my judgment.

Be that as it may, in those instances during the post
World War II period when the subject has been seriously
taken up, the possibility of the existence of ETI has been
positively affirmed. Beginning with the Roman Catholic
theologian George van Noort of the manualist tradition, it
has been held that it is not in the least incompatible with faith
to admit that rational beings exist on other heavenly bodies.
Fr. Theodore Hesburgh, past President of the University of
Notre Dame, served on a NASA commission and argued that
he could legitimately accept the possibility of life on other
planets. His argument was that because God is infinite in
intelligence, freedom, and power, that we cannot take it
upon ourselves to limit what he might have done. German
theologian Hans Küng, while making an argument to de-
center the place of humanity on planet earth, says “we must
allow for living beings, intelligent—although quite differ-
ent living beings, also on other stars of the immense uni-
verse.” And Karl Rahner, whom many see as the theological
giant of Catholicism in the twentieth century, refers to “the
many histories of freedom which do not only take place on
our earth.”  Francis J. Connell, C.S.S.R., Dean of the School
of Sacred Theology at the Catholic University of America
during the 1940s and 1950s, sums the matter up: “It is good
for Catholics to know that the principles of their faith are
entirely compatible with the most startling possibilities
concerning life on other planets.”

Turning to the conservative wing of Protestantism,
evangelical preacher Billy Graham welcomes both the
prospect of ETI and UFOs. “I firmly believe there are
intelligent beings like us far away in space who worship
God,” he told an interviewer, “but we would have nothing
to fear from these people. Like us, they are God’s creation.”
In his book on angels, Graham writes:

Some...have speculated that UFOs could very
well be part of God’s angelic host who preside
over the physical affairs of universal creation.
While we cannot assert such a view with
certainty...nothing can hide the fact that these
unexplained events are occurring with greater
frequency around the entire world...UFOs are
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astonishingly angel-like in some of their reported
appearances.

Moving a bit more to mainline Protestant theology, we
find New Testament scholar Krister Stendahl, former Bishop
of Stockholm and former Dean of Harvard Divinity School.
At a NASA sponsored symposium in 1972, Stendahl was
asked about communication with ETI. “That’s great,” he
said. “It seems always great to me, when God’s world gets
a little bigger and I get a somewhat more true view of my
place and my smallness in that universe.”

A. Durwood Foster poses the very question central to
this essay. Given the prospects of contact with extra-terres-
trial intelligent beings, “is faith in any way threatened by the
possibilities here in view? Why should it be?” He answers
that a faith already steeped in God’s mystery should be
prepared for the unexpected and even affirmatively open to
it. He goes on to cite the New Testament recognition that
there are other sheep of which we do not know (John 10:16).
Then he concludes, “[t]he love of God manifest in Jesus
Christ has surely not remained unknown wherever there is
spiritual receptivity.”

Paul Tillich would agree. Tillich, the renowned system-
atic theologian with one foot in neo-orthodoxy and the other
in liberal Protestantism, takes the question of ETI quite
seriously. The prospect of extra-terrestrial life raises impor-
tant issues for the doctrines of creation, anthropology, and
Christology.

...a question arises which has been carefully
avoided by many traditional theologians, even
though it is consciously or unconsciously alive
for most contemporary people. It is the prob-
lem of how to understand the meaning of the
symbol “Christ” in the light of the immensity of
the universe, the heliocentric system of plan-
ets, the infinitely small part of the universe
which man and his history constitute, and the
possibility of other worlds in which divine self-
manifestations may appear and be received.

...our basic answer leaves the universe
open for possible divine manifestations in other
areas or periods of being. Such possibilities
cannot be denied. But they cannot be proved or
disproved. Incarnation is unique for the special
group in which it happens, but it is not unique
in the sense that other singular incarnations for
other unique worlds are excluded...Man cannot
claim to occupy the only possible place for
incarnation.

The issue Tillich debates here is the one cynically
referred to as “absurd” by Paul Davies. The issue is this:
Does the existence of multiple worlds with intelligent life

require multiple divine incarnations and multiple acts of
redemption? Tillich seems to be answering in the affirma-
tive. Tillich so conflates the doctrines of creation and
redemption that he believes God’s saving power would
already be at work regardless of the situation in which ETI
found themselves. One implication of this position is that we
earthlings would not necessarily need to send missionaries
to initiate aliens into God’s plan of salvation.

Returning to the Roman Catholics for a moment, two
contemporary scholars have tackled this issue and, at some
variance from Tillich’s position, argued for the universal
efficacy of the Christ event on earth. In an interview, Jesuit
journalist L. C. McHugh was asked: What would be the
relation of intelligent beings inhabiting a far corner of the
cosmos to Jesus Christ? McHugh responded saying, such
people “would fall under the universal dominion of Christ
the King, just as we and even the angels do.” Similarly, J.
Edgar Bruns, a New Testament scholar and president of
Notre Dame Seminary in New Orleans, writes that “...the
significance of Jesus Christ extends beyond our global
limits. He is the foundation stone and apex of the universe
and not merely the Savior of Adam’s progeny.” This posi-
tion would probably imply that, should ETI be discovered,
missionaries would be called for much as they were when
Europe discovered the Western hemisphere.

One would expect . . . that theological

leaders would want to respond to the rise in

space consciousness by providing some

intellectual guidance. Yet, surprisingly,

relatively little is being done.

This is not the case for Roman Catholic Karl Rahner,
who seems to side more with Tillich. Rahner, as mentioned
earlier, argues that the possibility of extra-terrestrial intelli-
gent life “can today no longer be excluded.” Then he raises
the question of “Christ as head of all creation.” He specu-
lates: “In view of the immutability of God in himself and the
identity of the Logos with God, it cannot be proved that a
multiple incarnation in different histories of salvation is
absolutely unthinkable.” He concludes that theologians on
earth will “not be able to say anything further on this
question,” because they are limited by revelation. The
purpose of Christian revelation is limited to “the salvation
of humankind, not to provide an answer to questions which
really have no important bearing on the realization of this
salvation in freedom.”

In this debate over the need for multiple incarnations,
we need to keep one item in mind. Even though there are
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slight differences of opinion regarding the relationship
between ETI and the historical event of redemption here on
earth, what is important is the common assumption that
possible ETI belong within the realm of God’s creation and
are well worth serious theological consideration.

Back to the Protestants. Moving a step in the liberal
direction on the spectrum, German theologian Wolfhart
Pannenberg affirms at least the vague possibility of intelli-
gent life living in other solar systems in our own or in remote
galaxies. With regard to redemption, however, he differs
from Tillich. Pannenberg understands Jesus Christ to be the
incarnation of the eternal logos, and the eternal logos is the
medium through which the whole of creation has come into
being. The significance of Jesus Christ extends to the
farthest reaches of the universe, because through Christ,
God has promised to draw the whole of time and space into
a consummate unity.

Although I wish more theologians would take the
matter of other worlds and ETI seriously, I still find the
spectrum of theological considerations of ETI and even
UFOs impressive. Yet the above mentioned theologians are
all Christians. When researching this topic, I began to
wonder what a Jewish theologian might say. So I telephoned
my friend and colleague, Rabbi Hayim Perelmuter. Dr.
Perelmuter is former President of the Chicago Board of
Rabbis and a professor at the Catholic Theological Union in
Chicago. He is one of those renaissance people who covers
the waterfront: he is an author, a scripture scholar, knowl-
edgeable about the history of intellectual thought, experi-
enced in Jewish-Christian dialogue, up to date on the politics
of Israel, and most apt to know the broad sweep of current
Jewish thinking. I described the issue on which I was
working. His response was forthright and clear. Contempo-
rary Jewish theology would have no difficulty whatsoever in
accepting new knowledge regarding the existence of extra-
terrestrial life. In fact, it would simply broaden the scope of
our understanding of God’s creation. Then he added a note
of tragic humor. “We Jews have had to adjust to all kinds of
things in history, including Nazi Germany and the difficul-
ties with Israel. I am sure we could adjust to space beings
emerging from flying saucers as well.”

Fundamentalist Literature: UFOs as Chariots of Satan

During the decade of the 1970s numerous magazine
articles and books appeared that dramatically challenged
the alleged existence of UFOs and depicted the entire
phenomenon as a Satanic plot. This literature sought to
frighten Christian readers into disbelief in ETI, and in doing
so to capitalize on the fascination that usually accompanies
fright. The literature influenced many conservative and
evangelical clergy persons and eventually found its way into
sermons and Christian education programs. This approach
was most likely stimulated by the wide publicity given to the
Pascagoula, Mississippi abduction of Charles Hickson and
Calvin Parker on October 11, 1973 as well as the extremely
large sales of books such as Chariots of the Gods? by Erich
von Däniken. A brief upsurge in fright publications fol-
lowed the release of Steven Spielberg’s movie, Close En-
counters of the Third Kind in December 1977, but then it
died down. In the 1980s and 1990s anti-New Age and then
anti-Satanism literature seems to have rushed in to fill the
gap in Christian terror literature.13

Puzzled at such extremism at a time when Billy Graham
had spoken so favorably about ETI, I engaged these propo-
nents in conversation. As best as I can reconstruct it, their
theological argument follows three steps that lead us to the
question of biblical authority. First, there can be no life on
other planets because the Bible has not revealed this to be the
case. Because the Bible does not anywhere mention life on
other worlds, belief in ETI is anti-biblical.

The issue of the universality of earth’s Christ event is
taken up as well by Lewis Ford, a spokesperson for the
school of process theology. Disciples of the philosophy of
Alfred North Whitehead, process theologians usually find
themselves on the liberal end of the Protestant spectrum.
Ford begins by stating that “salvation is not just limited to
men but applies to all intelligent beings wherever they may
dwell.”  Ford embraces the concept of evolution, applies it
to every location in the universe, and then asserts that God
is always and everywhere drawing the evolutionary process
toward greater complexity and higher value.

...we may define God as that dynamic source of
values which lures the evolutionary process to an
ever-richer complexity productive of increasing
freedom and intensity of experience. As such, God
is necessarily operative in the development of
every life and in every culture, whether terrestrial
or extra-terrestrial.

The Ford position is close to Tillich’s. It virtually
collapses salvation into creation. As with Tillich, Ford
affirms multiple manifestations of the divine, each one
appropriate to the species for which redemption is aimed.
Jesus Christ constitutes the incarnation aimed at the human
race on earth. Other parallel incarnations are then possible
for other intelligent races. In every instance, however, the
same creative and redeeming work of the same God is
operative.

In every instance, however, the same creative

and redeeming work of the same God is

operative.
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If there were intelligent beings with origins in
outer space, we would expect the Bible to support
the fact. However, the Bible takes no such
position...the Bible doesn’t even mention the ex-
istence of other planets...the person of Jesus Christ
and His redemptive work underscore the unique-
ness of life to the planet earth. He came to die for
man’s sins, exclusively.14

Note how blatantly this argument commits the fallacy
of argumentum ex ignorantia, the argument from ignorance:
because the Bible ignores UFOs and ETI, therefore, UFOs
and ETI do not exist. This is fallacious because no one has
ever claimed that the Bible constitutes the exhaustive supply
of all knowledge that can be known. It is logically possible
for things to exist that are not mentioned in the Bible.
Toyotas and Swiss watches and Big Mac hamburgers exist
indisputably, but they are not mentioned in the Bible.

Note also the earth-centrist assumption here. Perhaps
this shows that Paul Davies has some grounds for predicting
a radical challenge to Christian belief—at least this brand of
Christian belief—should the existence of ETI be empiri-
cally confirmed.

The second step in the fundamentalist fright argument
is to acknowledge that belief in ETI seems to presuppose the
theory of evolution. This observation is correct. The UFO
phenomenon and the concept of evolution converge in our
culture to form a kind of mythical view of reality.15 Since the
1950s, and perhaps even before, a myth has been under
construction in our society that pictures Ufonauts as coming
from a civilization in outer space that is more advanced than
ours—further advanced in science, technology, and moral-
ity. This means they have evolved further than we on earth.
According to this emerging myth, the Ufonauts are traveling
to earth to teach us how to evolve faster, to save ourselves
from disaster as we cross the nuclear threshold. The space
beings constitute our own future coming back in time as well
as space to rescue us, to save us.16 What the fundamentalist
interpreters believe they see in this emerging UFO myth is
the human imagination gone wild. By presuming validity to
the theory of evolution, earthling imagination has projected
evolutionary advance to the point of developmental salva-
tion onto imaginary civilizations in outer space. What we
find here, complain the fundamentalists, is a subversive plot
to convince our people to believe in evolution and, of course,
then to deny the authority of the biblical account of creation
in the book of Genesis.

The third step in the argument is to declare all this
demonic. Scientists who propound the theory of evolution
have with some frequency in the past been denounced by
fundamentalists as enemies of the Bible. Indirectly, this
denouncing is repeating itself between the lines of anti-UFO

literature. Further and more decisively, the UFO phenom-
enon, with its accompanying evolutionary myth, provides a
temptation for earthlings to look for salvation in someone
other than the biblical Jesus Christ. Responding specifically
to the movie, Close Encounters of the Third Kind, as well as
to the generic cultural UFO myth, Frank Allnutt considers
the implications of believing in a race of ETI who are “smart
enough to have outlawed crime and war.” He goes on:

That line of reasoning sees the possibility that these
extra-terrestrials have become masters over those
things which cause death and that they hold the key
to the mysteries of immortality. And, maybe, they
intend to teach us the secret way to obtain eternal
life.17

Allnutt can only conclude, then, that “the UFO phe-
nomenon is being caused by Satan and his demons. Their
purpose is to confuse people about the true source of
salvation, the Lord Jesus Christ.”18

It seems to me that the fundamentalist interpreters
perceive accurately the salvific structure inherent to the
developing UFO myth in our society and, further, that this
myth stands at some variance with what Christians want to
teach. For this the appropriate response is Christian apolo-
getic theology, to be sure. Yet, the apologetic argument as
actually raised here is unnecessarily confused with falla-
cious appeals to the exclusive authority of the Bible.19

Conclusion

In sum, although there are partial grounds for thinking
the Christian faith is so earth-centrist that it could be
severely upset by confirmation of the existence of ETI, an
assessment of the overall historical and contemporary strength
of Christian theology indicates no insurmountable weak-
ness. The Aristotelian metaphysical tradition within medi-
eval theology, and recent fulminations by fundamentalists,
have admittedly propounded versions of earth-centrism that
might give one pause in this regard. Despite St. Thomas’s
use of Aristotelian arguments against many worlds, how-
ever, Christian theologians have routinely found ways to
address the issue of Jesus Christ as God incarnate and to
conceive of God’s creative and saving power exerted in
other worlds. This applies, of course, to historic Christianity
in its contemporary Roman Catholic, evangelical Protestant
and liberal Protestant forms. Although Paul Davies’s chal-
lenge does apply to some expressions of fundamentalism,
we must note that, in the giant story book that constitutes the
two thousand year history of the Christian religion, funda-
mentalism makes up at best one tiny sub-chapter. It would
be a mistake to take the fundamentalist fright as representa-
tive of Christianity as a whole.
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At this point in time we can only speculate. The UFO
mystery remains unsolved. The question of the actual exist-
ence or nonexistence of ETI remains open. Should contact
between terrestrials and extra-terrestrials occur, we cannot
predict with certainty how hitherto earthbound societies will
react. Some scenarios present themselves as likely. In the
event that the ETIs appear rich, friendly, and benevolent, we
will at first greet them with open arms. In the event that the
ETIs appear to be warlike conquerors or disease ridden
contaminators or in some other way a threat, we may see the
diverse peoples of earth uniting together in a common
defense. In the event that the ETIs appear to be much like us,
we can expect both of the above reactions initially, and then
we will eventually see the development of alliances and
counter-alliances between segments of both earth and ETI
populations. In all three cases, alert Christian theologians
will attempt to extrapolate on the basis of existing knowl-
edge of earthling behavior and try to guide us all toward a
peaceful and fraternal bond of friendship. Such theologians
would affirm with St. Thomas that “all things should belong
to one world,” and this one world would include both
earthlings and extra-terrestrials. In the meantime, while we
wait for contact, I recommend that some scholars take up
Paul Davies’s challenge and engage in a preliminary form of
exo-theology.
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