Laura Harrington

Asbury College

July 2005


Using Science Fiction to Launch Faith Discussions
Laura Harrington

Asbury College
When I learned that The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy was scheduled to be released as a movie this spring, I was elated.  For several years I have used Douglas Adams’ delightful book as a springboard for faith discussions in my Concepts of Mathematics class.  Wait, I know what you’re thinking--- “Using science fiction to launch faith discussions?  That’s crazy!”  But as the Hitchhiker’s Guide urges on its cover, “Don’t Panic!”   
Douglas Adams, while not a Christian, alludes to faith issues from time to time in his futuristic satire.  For those of us interested in the discussion of vocational calling, he has some interesting observations as well.  Adams is both clever and hilarious.  One warning:  his writing style includes the use of an occasional four-letter word.  While I am not easily offended myself, I felt it necessary to put this disclaimer/explanation in my syllabus:

Why Science Fiction in a Math Course?  Some of you may be surprised to find a novel of any kind included in a math class.  “Concepts of Mathematics” implies becoming familiar with the basic assumptions underlying the discipline.  In our world, we operate within the confines of God’s natural law and man’s societal rules, often without thinking about either.  Presented with new situations created by an author unbounded by the constraints we are accustomed to forces us to reexamine our own view of reality.  This shift in perspective will be helpful as we make observations about the nature of mathematics and what we can and cannot assume.  Note:  The author does use an occasional four-letter word.  While I certainly don’t advocate the use of these words in our own speech, I think it’s worth picking through the “bones” to get the “meat.”  I believe you will find the book entertaining and more than a little mind-bending at times.

We begin the book after the completion of the first exam.  We space the reading out over the remainder of the semester, finishing before finals.  Students receive a few points for the exercise (they complete the guides and hand them in).  Some students openly participate in the discussions; others keep their thoughts to themselves.  I find that 

I am introduced to a whole different side of many students as I read what they’ve written.
A few years ago I took a hiatus from Hitchhiker.  When I ran into a former student at a retail store, the first thing she asked was whether I was still using Hitchhiker’s Guide.  When I confessed that I had not included it that semester, she was clearly disappointed and urged me to reconsider.  I have since learned that the discussion questions have sparked table conversations in the cafeteria and that students outside my class are reading the book as well!  For that reason, I reinstated Hitchhiker.  The following discussion guides will give you a glimpse into the kind of questions it lends itself to, but I would encourage you to read the book for yourself to get the full effect.
The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy by Douglas Adams

Discussion Guide 1 (Intro and Chpts. 1-3)
Discuss the similarities between the destruction of Arthur Dent’s house and the demolition of Earth by the Vogons.  

How can we fall into the trap of concentrating on minor details while ignoring the bigger picture?  Give a Biblical example of this problem.

Discussion Guide 2 (Chpts. 4 – 6)
Look at the Hitchhiker’s Guide entry for “Babel Fish,” reprinted on p. 58-60:

Explain the “proof” given for the non-existence of God.  Can you think of a similar line of reasoning people use today to argue for the existence or non-existence of God?

How could the use of a device like the babel fish, which removes “all barriers to communication between different races and cultures” cause more conflict and violence than ever?

Discussion Guide 3 (Chpts. 7 – 11)
In his dialogue with the Vogon guard on pp. 70-73, Ford poses the question, “Does it (your job) give you a full, satisfying life?”  On p. 95, Marvin refers to his own problem with job satisfaction.

Consider vocational calling for a moment.  Discuss the role of vision, purpose, and attitude in fulfilling God’s plan for your life.  Use Scripture references as appropriate.

We may experience several callings (vocational and otherwise) during our lifetime. 

Formulate a mission statement for yourself that reflects your current season of life.
Discussion Guide 4 (Chpts. 12 – 16)
Now that you are an expert on probability, look at the discussion of the Improbability Drive on pp. 100 – 103.  Why do Zaphod and Trillian expect something fairly improbable to happen soon?

How do our expectations affect our perception of reality?  Is it wrong to have expectations?  Give examples to support your answer.
Discussion Guide 5 (Chpts. 17 – 21)
On p.144, Zaphod states that if he knew what he was looking for, he “wouldn’t be able to look for them.”  He goes on to describe his discovery that parts of his two brains were working independently, causing him to do things he might not otherwise choose to do.

How is the war between our flesh and our spirit like that?  What can we do to ensure that we are giving control of our minds and behavior to God and not being deceived by the enemy?

Discussion Guide 6 (Chpts. 22 – 28)
Compare and contrast this section to the plot of “The Matrix.”  

(If you have not seen the movie, you may omit this assignment.)
Discussion Guide 7 (Chpts. 29 – end)
What is meant in the book by the “Ultimate Question” ?  How would you define the ultimate question for yourself?  
Do you think there are people wandering through life without knowing the ultimate question of life?  How does this impact our role as communicators of the gospel?
