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ABOUT THE BOOk

In this provocative, near-future SF thriller an alien 
shuttle craft lands outside the Royal Ontario Museum in 
Toronto. A six-legged, two-armed alien emerges and says, 
in perfect English, “Take me to a paleontologist.”

In the distant past, Earth, the alien’s home planet, and 
the home planet of another alien species, all experienced 
the same five cataclysmic events at the same time (one 
example: the meteor that wiped out the dinosaurs). Both 
alien races believe this proves the existence of God: i.e., 
he’s obviously been playing with the evolution of life 
on each of these planets. From this provocative launch 
point, Sawyer tells a fast-paced, morally and intellectually 
challenging story of ambitious scope and touching 
humanity. Calculating God is SF on a grand scale.

qUEsTiOns FOR DisCUssiOn

* Note that these questions reveal much of the novel’s 
plot; to preserve your reading pleasure, please don’t look 
at these questions until after you’ve finished reading  
the book. 

1. When was the last time you were in a museum or 
planetarium? How important are these institutions to your 
life? What did you think of Tom Jericho’s fight against 
the “dumbing down” of museums?
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2. Is there any way to solve the dilemma of family when 
traveling in space? Hollus carried photos of her two 
children, but she never saw them again after leaving 
Beta Hydri III. Tom never saw Ricky again. The Wreed 
lifespan is so short that, by the time they reached Earth, 
their children would have been dead. Can you take 
your family with you? Or will space travel be for the 
unattached—a single lifestyle?

3. Did you believe the way the two alien species used 
science to prove the existence of God? Do you believe that 
science and religion should be completely separate? Or do 
you believe that science and religion are two sides of the 
same coin—two different ways of explaining our world?

4. To Hollus, abortion is not a moral quandary because 
with infallible birth-control methods no woman should 
ever have an unplanned, or unwanted pregnancy. Given 
that the Forhilnor are about 100 years ahead of us, 
do you think Earth will be like that in 100 years, too? 
Or is science reducing our need to be moral beings by 
eliminating the consequences of our mistakes?

5. For the dramatic purposes of the novel, why does 
Tom Jericho have lung cancer? Did Sawyer’s depiction of 
Tom’s disease ring true? Did you expect either the aliens 
or God to save Tom at the end of the novel?

6. What would you do if Betelgeuse went supernova right 
now? Where would you go? Who would you want to see? 
Would you try to stay alive as long as possible and hope 
for a miracle? Do supernatural miracles exist, or are they 
just scientific phenomena we don’t yet fully understand?

7. Do you believe it was the morally correct decision for 
Tom to leave Susan and Ricky and go to Betelgeuse? 
Contrast Tom’s decision-making process with that of 
the Richard Dreyfuss character in Close Encounters of the 
Third Kind. Given that Tom was dying, should we simply 
accept whatever decision he made as his “last wish?” Tom 
asked a Wreed for advice in this one matter: if you could 
ask a Wreed one question, what would it be?

8. Are you a creationist or an evolutionist? Is it possible 
to find a middle ground between such disparate points of 
view? Did Sawyer portray creationists fairly in his novel? 
Did he portray the evolutionists fairly?

9. Tom Jericho seems to waver in his scientific convictions 
as he faces his own mortality. Did that ring true? Contrast 
Jericho’s feelings with those of the late atheist scientists 
Carl Sagan and Stephen Jay Gould, who publicly 
maintained their rationalism right up till the end.

10. Sawyer predicts that the corporeal (physical body) 
lifespan of a technological race is very short. Do you agree 
with him?

11. What did you think of the creation of Wibadal? Early 
Christians seemed to feel that humans need a tangible 
god; do we still have that need today? What purpose, if 
any, does prayer serve if God exists but is not listening?

12. Did it bother you that Hollus was essentially a large 
spider? Did you find yourself thinking of her as a human 
being? What about T’kna? Was he too alien for you to 
relate to?

13. Speaking of T’kna: his name is an anagram for Kant, 
as in the German philosopher Immanuel Kant, who 
argued that reason is the means by which the phenomena 
of experience are translated into understanding. How 
important is having a coherent philosophical worldview to 
the lives of most people?

14. What do you think ultimately happened to Susan and 
Ricky? Are they dead, or uploaded into a computer, or 
immortal? Do you want science to continue to find ways 
to lengthen our life spans? What about immortality inside 
a computer? Inside a computer you never have to age, fall 
ill, or become senile. Is real life better than life inside a 
virtual world?

PRAisE FOR CalCulating god

“An enthralling story…. [The] climax [is] an exhilarating 
and touching glimpse of transcendence.”  —STarlog

“Vigorous speculation…Sawyer ends with some grandeur 
worthy of vintage Arthur C. Clarke.”  —The denver PoST

“Extraordinary—like a dazzling magic act!”  
 —enTerTainmenT Weekly

“Sawyer is first and foremost a writer of ideas, some 
concept that can drive a narrative through to a grand 
conclusion, one that remains true to science but often 
achieves that sense of transcendence that Samuel R. 
Delany once said was the sine qua non of science fiction. 
This is Sawyer’s great strength, and it’s fully present in 
Calculating God…. A intellectual thriller with real bite.”  
 —The edmonTon Journal
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