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MATERTALISM AS AN ANTI-RELIGIOUS MYTHOLOGY 5

“Science is the rational approach to reality because it deals with things
that can actually be observed. Its statements can be put to the test. Religion,
by contrast, characteristically deals with entities— God, the soul, angels,
devils, Heaven, and Hell —that are admitted to be invisible. Its statements,
bGCLlUSt‘ untestable, must be “taken on faith.” ‘Faith’ is nothing but the wholly
arbitrary acceptance of statements for which there is no evidence, and is
therefore the very antithesis of reason: it is believing without reason.

“As science has progressed, religious explanations have given way to scien-
tific ones. No evidence of God or of the soul has been forthcoming. Rather,
these fictitious entities have less and less room to hide. They were meant

in the first place to All the gaps in our knowledge of the physical world, and
consequently they are being steadily and inevitably squeezed out as those
gaps are systcmatlull\/ Ioscd Science is the realm of the known, while reli-
gion thrives on the ‘unknown, on the ‘unexplainable,” and on ‘mysteries’ —
in short, on the irrational.”
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and the Renaissance, one does not find pronouncements about botany, or zo-
ology, or astronomy, or geo]ogy. For example, the most comprehensive statement
of Catholic doctrine until just recently was the Roman Catechism, sometimes
also called the Catechism of the Council of Trent, published in 1566, not long
before the Galileo affair. There is nothing in the Roman Catechism pertaining
to natural phenomena at all. The same is true of the doctrines of the other
branches of Christianity, and of Judaism as well.

One place where theologians did concern themselves with the natural world
was i interpreting the first chapter of the Book of Genesis, often called the
Hexahemeron, meaning “the six days.” Even here, however, the central doc-
trinal concern was not the details of how the world originated, but the fact that
itwas created. St. Thomas Aquinas summarized the mediaeval church’s attitude
toward the Book of Genesis as follows:

With respect to the origin of the world, there is one point that is of the sub-
stunce of the faith, viz. to know that it began by creation, on which all the
authors in question are in agreement. But the manner and the order accord-
ing to which creation took place concerns the faith only incidentally, in so
far as it has been recorded in Scripture, and of these things the aforemen-
tioned authors, safeguarding the truth by their various interpretations, have

reported different things.*

The authors to whom St. Thomias was referring were the fathers and theolo-
gians of the ancient church, and, indeed, their interpretations of the Hexahe-
meron varied widely. In the East, the theologians of Alexandria tended toward
verv allegorical and symbolic interpretations, while those of Antioch and Cap-
padocia tended toward strict literalism. In the West, the greatest of the fathers,
St. Augustine (354-430), adopted a very non-literal approach. To take an impor-
tant example, St. Augustine held that the “six days” of creation were not to be
taken literally as a period of time or a temporal succession. He held, rather, that
all things were produced simultaneously by God in a single instant and subse-
quently underwent some natural process of development. Much earlier, St.
Clement (ca. 150-ca. 216), Origen (ca. 185—ca. 254), and other Alexandrians
had held the same view.’

In commenting on this issue, St. Thomas Aquinas said that the idea of suc-
cessive creation was “more common, and seems superficially to be more in
accord with the letter [of Scripture],” but that St. Augustine’s idea of simulta-
neous creation was “more conformed to reason,” and therefore had his (St.
Thomas’s) preference.® .

This statement of St. Thomas perfectly illustrates another important point,
which is that the church has always sought to give empirical reason its due.
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Never (even, as we shall see, in the Galileo case) has the church msisted upon
interpretations of the Bible that conflicted with what could be demonstrated
from reason and experience. In his Summa Theologiae, St. Thomas cites the
teaching of St. Augustine on the principles which should be observed in inter-
preting Scripture: “Augustine teaches that fwo points should be kept in mind
when resolving such questions. First, the truth of Scripture must be held invio-
lably. Second, when there are different ways of explaining a Scriptural text, no
particular explanation should be held so rigidly that, if convincing arguments
show it to be false, anyone dare to insist that it is still the definitive sense of
the text.”

Indeed, St. Augustine was sometimes quite vehement on this subject, obvi-
ously provoked by statements of some of the less learned Christians of his day.
Ina famous passage in his book De Genesi ad Litteram (On the Literal Mean-
ing of Genesis), he wrote:

Usually even a non-Christian knows something about the earth, the heavens,
and the other elements of this world, about the motion and orbit of the stars
and even their size and relative positions, about the predictable eclipses of
the sun and moon, the cycles of the vears and seasons, about the kinds of ani-
mals, shrubs, stones, and so forth, and this knowledge he holds to as being
certain from reason and experience. Now it is a disgraceful and dangerous
thing for an infidel to hear a Christian, presumably giving the meaning of
Holy Seripture, talking nonsense on these topics, and we should take all
means to prevent such an embarrassing situation, in which people show up
vast ignorance in a Christian and laugh it to scorn. .. . If they find a Chris-
tian mustaken in a field which they themselves know well and hear him main-
taining his foolish opinions about our books. how are they going to beljeve
our books in matters concerning the resurrection of the dead, the hope of
eternal life, and the kingdom of heaven, when they think their pages are full
of falsehoods on facts which they themselves have learnt from experience and
the light of reason? Reckless and incompetent expounders of Foly Scripture
bring untold trouble and sorrow on their wiser brethren, . . . to defend their
utterly foolish and obviously untrue statements, they will try to call upon Holy
Scripture, .. although they understand neither what they say nor the things
about which they make assertion.?

How then, given these very reasonable attitudes of such high authorities as
Augustine and Aquinas, did the Catholic Church end up, in the early seven-
teenth century, condemning the scientific theories of Galileo? Part of the expla-
nation, no doubt, lies with personal failings of the people involved, but it also
had a lot to do with the agitated times in which Galileo lived. The church was
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caught up at that time in the great conflict of Reformation and Counter Refor-
mation. The central accusation leveled at the Catholic Church by the Protes-
tant reformers was that her teachings and practices were a corruption of the
original pure gospel found in the Scriptures. The proper way to interpret scrip-
tural passages thus became the major bone of contention. In order to guard
against Protestant ways of interpreting Scripture, the church laid down at the
Council of Trent certain principles of interpretation. These moderate and sen-
sible rules ended up being tragically misapplied in the Galileo case. Ironically,
this had the effect of producing an exaggerated literalism that was a departure,
as we have seen, from the church’s own ancient traditions of scriptural inter-
pretation.”

Whatever the historical reasons for the fateful blunder, however, the Catho-
lic Church, even at that darkest hour in her relations with science, did not reject
the idea that truths about the natural world could be known through reason,
observation, and experiment. Nor did she assert that genuine scientific proofs
must give way before literal interpretations of the Bible. The very head of the
Roman Inquisition, Cardinal Bellarmine, wrote the following memorable words
to a friend of Galileo’s named Paolo Foscarini:

If there were a real proof that the Sun is in the center of the universe, ... and

that the Sun does not go round the Earth but the Earth round the Sun, then

we should have to proceed with great circumspection in explaining passages

of Scripture which appear to teach the contrary, and rather admit that we did

not understand them than declare an opinion to be false which is proved to

be true. But, as for myself, I shall not believe that there are such proofs until

they are shown to me.”

As a matter of fact, such a “real proof” was not possible in Galileo’s and Bel-
larmine’s time. (Galileo believed he had such proofs, but in fact his proofs were
wrong.) Bellarmine tried to avoid the conflict, but, unfortunately, he had died
by the time of Galileo’s second encounter with the Roman authorities.

Whatever else can be said about this lamentable episode, the following is
true: the condemnation of Galileo, rather than typifying the church’s attitude
toward science, was manifestly an anomaly. For while the Catholic Church has
never been afraid to condemn theological propositions—in its long history it has
anathematized many hundreds of them! —only in the single instance of Galileo
did the Catholic Church venture to condemn a scientific theory."* And even
in that case it refrained from doing so in its most solemn and formal way, which
would have been irrevocable.

The fact is that the attitude of the church has overwhelmingly been one of
friendliness to scientific inquiry. Long before Galileo, and continuing to the
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present day, one can find examples in every century, not merely of church
patronage of science, but of important scientific figures who were themselves
monks, priests, and even bishops. It is worth mentioning some of the more out-
standing examples.

Robert Grosseteste (ca. 1168-1253), bishop of Lincoln, was the founder of
the “Oxford School,” to which has been traced the beginning of the tradition
of experimental physical science.® Thomas Bradwardine (1290-1349), who
became archbishop of Canterbury, was one of the first people ever to write down
an equation for a physical process.” Nicholas of Oresme (1323-1382), bishop of
Lisieux, made major contributions to both mathematics and physics. He dis-
covered how to combine exponents, and developed the use of graphs to repre-
sent mathematical functions and prove theorems about them. He showed that
the apparent daily motion of the Sun about the earth could be satisfactorily ex-
plained by rotation of the earth on its axis. Oresme also made important attempts
to give a quantitative description of accelerated motion, and played a major role
in developing the physical concept of inertia. His work may have helped to pave
the way for the ideas of Galileo and Newton.” Nicolas of Cusa (1401-1464), a
cardinal and an important higure in mediaeval philosophy, speculated not merely
that Earth was in motion, as Copernicus later suggested, but far more boldly that
all bodies, including both Farth and the Sun, were in motion in an infinite uni-
verse which had no center.'® (Oresme had had similar ideas.) The great Coper-
nicus (1473-1543) was an ecclesiastic, being a canon of Frauenberg Cathedral.
He was probably an ordained priest at the time of his death.”

Fr. Marin Mersenne (1588-1648) is a well-known figure in the history of
mathematics, and a certain kind of prime number is named after him. Less well
known is that he invented the afocal forms of the two-mirror telescope, funda-
mental to the modern theory of reflecting telescopes.

The tradition of Jesuit astronomy is well known." A Jesuit contemporary of
Galileo, Fr. Christoph Scheiner (1573-1650), made important discoveries about
sunspots and the Sun’s rotation on its axis, and is credited with discovering
sunspots independently of Galileo.® Fr. Francesco Grimaldi (1613-1653) was
a pioneer in lunar cartography, and he gave to many of the features of the lunar
landscape the names by which they are called today. His published discoveries
on the refraction of light preceded Newton'’s and he discovered both the dif-
fraction of light and the “destructive interference” of light.* Fr. Giovanni
Riccioli (1598-1671) discovered the first “binary” or double star.?? Probably
the greatest Jesuit astronomer was I'r. Pietro Secchi (1818-1878), one of the
founders of astrophysics. He developed the first spectral classification of stars,
which is the basis of that still used today; invented the meteorograph; and
was the first to understand that nebulae were clouds of gas.” Not all priest-
astronomers were Jesuits, however. A case in point is Fr. Gluseppe Piazzi
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(1746-1820), director of the Palermo Observatory, who discovered the first as-
teroid, Ceres, in 1801.%

Fr. Lazzaro Spallanzani (1729-1799) was one of the leading biologists of his
day. He first interpreted the process of digestion, showing it to be a process of
solution taking place by the action of gastric juices. He performed experiments
that disproved the hypothesis of “spontaneous generation,” and did important
rescarch on such varied matters as fertilization in animals, respiration, regen-
eration, and the senses of bats. Nor was his work confined to biology. He J]S()
helped Jay the foundations of modern vulcanology and meteorology.” Gregor
Mendel (1822-1884), an »\usman monk, is universally honored as © llelcl hel of
gcnchcs' for his discovery of the basic laws of huuhl\ 20
 Abbé Henri Breuil (1877-1962), who has been called “the father of pre-
history,” was one of the leading paleontologists in the world and for decades
the foremost texpert on prehistoric cave ])‘5lilll'i110‘{ * Abbé Georges Lemaitre
{1594-1960) was one of the originators of the Big Bang Theory, along with
Alexander Friedmann.* Fr. ]uhus A. Nieuwland (1b7b~1936), a chemistry pro-
fessor at Notre Dame, was a co-developer of neoprene, the first synthetic rubber-
like compound.”

One L()U[d also mention such significant figures in the history of mathematics
as Fr. Francesco Cavalieri (1598-1647), \\/hose ideas played a role in the devel-

opment of caleulus; Fr. Girolamo Saccheri (1667-1733), whose work led up to
the discovery of non-Euclidean geometry; and Fr. Bernhard Bolzano (1781-1848),
who lielped to put the branch of mathematics called “analysis” on a rigorous
footing and to clarify mathematical thinking about infinite quantities.™

Obviously, had the church been hostile to science and reason, or had reli-
gious faith been imcompatible with the scientific temper of mind, so many eccle-
siastical hgures would not have been found making major scientific discoveries
(Because it was Catholic authorities who blundered in the Galileo affair, 1 have
given only Catholic examples here. But non-Catholic clergymen have also
;1}'1 de important contributions to science, from Joseph Priestley ( 7??490%

the discoverer of the element oxvgen, who was a Protestant minister, to John
E ollkinghorne, a distinguished pmhdc physicist of our own day who became
an Anglican clergyman.)

Many will be surprised to learn that so many Christian clergymen have con-

tributed so importantly to scientific discovery. The name of Gregor Mendel, of

course, is fTamiliar to most people; and those who have studied astronomy will
know at least of the role of the earlier Jesuit astronomers. But on the whole, even
among scientists, the larger picture of the church’s involverment with science is
not \\di known. The one tragic episode of Ca ileo has therelore overshadowed
all the rest and come to ty pxlv in the mind of the public, educated and unedu-
cated alike, the relation of science and religion.
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Even so, most scientific materialists would concede that to be personally reli-
gious is not to be personally hostile to science. Fven if they do not always have
a balanced view of the ] history, they do know that many of the great founders of
modern science, including Copernicus, Galileo, Ke pler, Newton, Ampére,
Maxwell, and Kelvin, were deeply religious men. /\nd lhcm scientific materi-
alists who are themselves scientists Lno\v religious believers among their own
scientific colleagues. (They may have heard, too, of the recent survey which
showed that 1<)ucrh] half of American scientists believe in a personal God who
answers pravers, ) However , while admitting that religious people can be and
often are good scientists, lhc scientific materialist nevertheless is convinced that
the 16]1cr1ous outlook and the scientific outlook are fundamentally at odds. For
1c]1mon involves dogma, faith, and mystery, all of which, the materialist thinks,
are inimical to the scientific spirit.

In fact, the charge is not simply that dogma, faith, and mystery are unscien-
tific, but that they are essentially contrary to reason itself. To accept a dogma, it
is thought, is to put some proposition beyond the reach of reason, bmond dis-
cussion, beyond evidence, beyond curiosity or investigation.

This view of dogma as anti-rational is based on a fundamenl‘al misunder-
standing of what 1(11Lf1om dogmas are. It is thought that the basis of dogma is
emotion. Consider the fol]owma passage from a recent book: \Tothmcf could
be more antithetical to intellectual reform than an appeal against thoucvhtful
scrutiny of our most hidebound mental habits —notions so ob\lousl_y true that
we stopped thinking about them generations ago, and moved them into our
hearts and bosoms.”! The author here was not specifically discussing religious
dogma, but his words well summarize what the word dogma means for many
pcop]c 16 a religious person, however, a dogma is not something that is em-
braced from mere hidebound habit or Jcc]mrr or wishful hm]\mcr rather it is
understood to be a true pwposmon for which [huc is the best of JH possible evi-
dcnce namely that its truth has been revealed by God.

The believer in religious dogimas accepts that there are two ways that a thing
may be known to be true: cuhu cmpnmdl]\ through observation, experience,
and the “natural light of reason,” or through divine revelation. Accepting the
one does not mean rejecting the other. In ﬁcl i our everyday life we recognize
that our knowledge does have a double source: there is what we have lcamc d
for ourselves and what we have learned from the information of others, whether
teachers, friends, books, or common knowledge. Indeed, a little reflection shows
that what we have actually dcn\cd from our own direct observation of the world
without relying upon the word of others is but a very tiny [ part of evervthing that
we do know. Fol a person to accept as knowledge only what he had 115(0\@10(]
and proved for himself from direct personal experience would put his knowl-
edge at the level of the Stone Age.
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Taking something on authority, then, is not in itself irrational. On the con-
trary. it would be irrational never to do so. The question is when we should take
xorﬂethmg on authority, and on what kind of authority, and how fa}' we should
trust it In the case of religious dogma, the authority is said to be God, w]‘}@, it
is claimed, has revealed certain truths— primarily truths about himself—to
hurnan beings. Such a claim is not in itself contrary to reason, for itis cex“tain]y~
hypothetically possible that there is a God and that he has revealed himself
to man.

On the other hand, reason would require that before accepting religious dog-
mas we must have some sufficient rational grounds for believing that there is
in fact 1 God, and that he has indeed revealed himself to man, and that this reve-
lation truly is to be found where it is claimed to be found. And, indeed, these
rcmluireme‘nts of reason have always been admitted by the monotheistic creeds
of Tudaism and Christianity.

itis true that some believers, inding it difficult to give a satisfactory account
of why they believe, have fallen back on the idea that belief is simply something
one chooses to do, that it is its own justification, that it is a blind “leap.” This is
the view called “fideism.” However, it is not the view of the traditional faiths.

if we take what is perhaps the most dogmatic faith of all, Catholicism, we find
that it utterly rejects hideism, condemning it as a serious religious error. The First
Vatican Co‘tmcil, in 1870, made the following declaration:

11 order that our submission of faith be nevertheless in harmony with reason,
God willed that exterior proofs of his revelation . . . should be joined to the
interior helps of the Holy Spirit. . . . The assent of faith is by no means a blind
impulse of the mind.™

The same council formally condemned the proposition that “people ought
i be moved to faith solely by each one’s inner experience or by personal inspi-
ration.” Rather, the council emphasized that there are objective facts and argu-
ments in favor of true religious belief. Indeed, the council declared that the
existence of God could be known with certainty without faith and without divine
revelation by the “natural light of human reason.” ]

It might be thought that Protestantism, with its doctrine of sola fide (“by faith
alane™), its emnphasis on the inner light, and its greater distrust of human natu-
ral powers, including the “natural light of reason,” might embrace fideism. But
thal is incorrect. For example, in Calvin’s momunental summa of Protestant
belief, Institutes of the Christian Religion, one of the first chapters is entitled
“Rational proofs to establish the belief of the Scripture.”® Protestants, no less
than Catholics, believe that faith in God is a “reasonable service,” to use a scrip-
tural phrase.

This is not to say, of course, that very many religious believers would be able

i ive 2 neeciselv elabarated account of the grounds for their beliefs, with every
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step rigorously justified in the manner of a mathematical proof. But, for that
matter, how many people could give such an account for anything they believe?
Very few. People are not, as a rule, that methodical or analytical. This does not
mean that they do not have, at some level, implicit and not consciously formu-
lated, good reasons for believing as they do. As G. K. Chesterton observed, “most
people have a reason but cannot give a reason.”

It must not be thought, however, that religious faith is simply a matter of
proofs and evidence.”® On the contrary, the certitude of faith is claimed to be
itself a gift from God, a result of what the passage quoted above called “the inte-
rior helps of the Holy Spirit.” But unless there were also “exterior proofs” of reve-
lation, belief would not be “in harmony with reason.”

The first article of religion, of course, which must be believed before any
divine revelation can be accepted, is that there is a God. As we have seen, the
Catholic Church claims that this can be known with certainty by the natural
light of reason. And, indeed, throughout history theologians and philosophers
have furnished a wide variety of arguments for the existence of God. The basic
outlines of one such argument can be found in both the Old and New Testa-
ments. In a famous passage in his Epistle to the Romans, St. Paul asserts that,
although God is in himself invisible, his “eternal power and godhead” are “from
the creation of the world . . . clearly seen, being understood from the things that
are made.”(Rom. 1:20) St. Paul is saying here that one may reason from the exis-
tence of an effect (in this case the existence of the world itself) to the existence
of its cause {in this case God). The same argument is made by St. Irenaeus of
Lyons, writing in the second century: “Creation itself reveals him that created
it; and the work made is suggestive of him that made it; and the world mani-
fests him that arranged it.”%7 Calvin in his Institutes puts the same thought in
these words: “God [has] manifested himself in the formation of every part of the
world, and daily presents himself to public view, in such manner, that they can-
not open their eves without being constrained to behold him.”™

This basic line of argument has been refined and developed in several forms,
which go by such names as the Cosmological Argument, the Argument from
Contingency, and the Argument from Design. There are also arguments for the
existence of God based on the existence of an objective moral order and on the
nature of truth and our capacity to know it.

Beyond grounds for believing that God exists, there must be some grounds
for believing that there has been a divine revelation if dogmatic religious beliet
is to be truly rational. Again, both Christians and Jews have an array of argu-
ments, largely historical in nature, for the fact of revelation.

It is beyond the scope of this book to present or develop either the philo-
sophical or the historical arguments in detail. (However, the Argument from
Design is discussed at length in chapters 9 through 13, and certain of the other
philosophical arguments are briefly discussed in appendix A, where I attempt to



THE CONFLICT BETWEEN RELIGION AND MATERIALISM

cxplain some basic, traditional ideas about God and Creation. ) The point that
Tw L,»h to c‘l'!l[)h‘&SlZ(:‘ here is simply that Jewish and Christian thought have taken
very seriowsly the importance of evidence and argument and the necessily of
rational grounds for belief.

Ome of the common complaints against religious dogma is that it is a substi-
tute for rational inquiry, that it puts an end to thought. However, this is not the
actual experience of the Jew or Christian, for whom revealed truths are a source
of light in which new things may be seen and new insights arrived at. This is
well expressed by the motto ofm) alma mater, Col umbm University: In [umine
tuo, videbimus lumen. (“In Thy light, shall we see light.”) The ideal of Christian

theology has always been HUﬂ]lllLd up in St. Auvuslme s phrase ’ /Id@b (/uaelens
intellectum,” “faith seeking understanding,” or as he also expressed it, “I believe
in order that I may understand.” (“Credo ut intelligam.”)

The misconception that faith is opposed to rational inquiry seems to have a
lot to do with the word mystery. In the writings of materialists, as we shall see
later, the words mystery, mystery-mongering, and mysterianism crop up repeat-
edly as bugaboos to be avoided at all costs. lhc idea appears to be that a mystery
is wmdhmu dark and off-limits, an aspect of reality that is essentially irrational
and metd]lgll Je. A mystery is thought to be, one might say, the dark shadow
cast by a dogma. This is not only a misconception, but really the opposite of what
a religious mystery is to a religious person. Dogmas do not shut off thought, like
a wall. Rather they open to the mind vistas that are too deep and broad for our
vision. A mslery is what cannot be seen, not because there is a barrier across
our held of vision, but because the horizon 1s so far away. It is a statement not
of limits, but of lll)'litlt‘\"&l'lt‘%‘

A rd;"u{)us‘ ‘mystery” is not a statement that reality is in itself unintelligible.
On the contrary, belief in God is bound up with the idea that reality is umz/;/etu/v

rational and intelligible. This is akin to th scientist’s faith that his own questions
about the natural \\/or] d have rational and intelligible answers. This attitude of
the scientist is also a form of faith, for the scientist is convinced in advance that
the intelligible answer exists, even though he is not yet in possession of it. The
fact that be is searching for the answer is proof that he does not have it, but it
also attests to his unconquerable conviction that the answer, though presently
not in sight, exists. The scientist knows that there is some insight, some act of
understanding, which he currently lacks, that would satisty hL rational mind
on the pazticular point he is investigating. The religious believer's faith is an
extension of this attitude: he knows that there is some insight, some act of
understanding, that would constitute complete intellectual satiety, because it
would be a sla[c of complete understanding of reality. However, he realizes,
being sane, that such a state of perfect 1_mdelslanchng is not achievable by a fimite
mind suchas his own. Rather that insight, that act of understanding, is the state
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of being of a perfect and infinite mind, namely God —itis, indeed, what God is.
In the words of the Jesuit philosopher Bernard . F. Lonergan, God is the “unre-
stricted act of undemtandmg b

So, the complete intelligibility and rationality of reality corresponds to the
existence of a supreme intelligence, a supreme reason. The last person, there-
fore, who would say that there is anything about the world created by God that
is inherently irrational is the Jew or Christian. However, the Jew or Christian
knows that he is not himself God, and therefore will never be in a state of per-
fect understanding about all of reality. And, in particular, he knows that he can
never comprehend God as He is in Himself, since God is an infinite mind. As
stated earlier, the dogmas of faith concern primarily the nature of God. And it
is for that reason that they are mysterious—not because they are not intelligible
in themselves, but because they are not intelligible completely to us. They are
of course intelligible to God, who comprehends completely all that is real, and
therefore completely comprehends his own nature.

The reason that there are mysteries is that God is infinite and our intellects
are finite. Thus the divine nature is not “proportionate” to our minds, as the
mediaeval theologians would put it. However, the natures of things in the
physical world are certainly finite, and therefore are proportionate to our intel-
lects. There is consequently no reason whatsoever that comes from Jewish or
Christian belief to have any doubt that we are capable of understanding the
physical world. It is for that reason religious mystery hardly touches at all upon
the matters which the physicist studies. Thus the idea that religion, because it
acknowledges mystery, must be the enemy of natural science is unfounded.

Now, while religious dogmas do not in fact limit the kinds of things one is
able to think about, materialism obviously does. The materialist will not allow
himself to contemplate the possibility that anything whatever mighl' exist that
is not completely describable by physics. That is simply a forbidden thought. It
is usually not even felt to be necessary to argue against it. Admittedly, many
materialists will say that forbidding one to spcal’ ofnon—matum] entities is simply
a matter of scientific “methodology.” Natural science investigates matter, they
say, and so anything that might go beyond matter is outside of scientific discus-
sion. However, it is hard to see why this should be so. For example, one can
imagine investigating human psychology in a perfectly scientific way without
prejudging whether the human mind is entirely explicable in terms of material
processes. In any event, for most materialists it is not really only a question of
methodology. The non-material is considered simply beyond the pale of rational
discourse. In short, the materialist’s notion of what a dogma is, though quite
unfair to religious dogma, exactly fits his own views.

One sees this materialist dogmatism displayed in every held of inquiry from
the philosophy of mind, to artificial intelligence, to psychology, to biology. For



C CONFLICT BETWEEN RELIGION AND MATERIALISM

example, the former editor of Nature, Sir John Maddox, in his book What
Remains to Be Discovered, describes the immense complexity of the human
brain and shows how little we yet know about its neural circuitry and detailed
functioning. And yet he feels entitled to conclude, “An explanation of the mind
like that of the brain must ultimately be an explanation in terms of the way that
neurons function. After all, there is nothing else on which to rest an explana-
tion.” {emphasis mine] One of the facts that is most difhcult for materialism to
deal with is consciousness. (Though, since it is more a philosophical problem
than an issue in physics, I do not discuss it at length in this book.) The phi-
losopher David Chalmers, in his book The Conscious Mind, summarizes the
various materialist approaches to the problem. One is what he calls “don’t-have-
a-clue materialism,” which he defines as the following view: “I don’t have a clue
about consciousness. It seems utterly mysterious to me. But it must be physical,
as materialism must be true.™' [emphasis mine] Such a view, he finds, “is held
widely, but rarely in print.” Materialists regard consciousness as at most a merely
“passive” by-product of physical processes in the brain. In surveying current
thinking about consciousness, the scientist and philosopher Avshalom Elitzur
concluded (disapprovingly), “I think one may talk here about the dogma of
passivity. ™

What is most puzzling to the religious person about this materialist dogma-
tism is its lack of foundation. The religious dogmatist, after all, accepts certain
truths as dogmas only because he believes them to have been revealed by God.
But the materialist obviously cannot claim divine authority for his statement
that only malter exists. On what basis, then, does the materialist’s apodictic cer-
tainty rest?

s materialism claimed to be self-evidently true? I anything would appear to
he setf-evident it would be that there are certain things, such as ideas, concepts,
and minds, which are of a different sort than material objects. If materialism
were self-evidently true, one might expect it to be the common view of ordi-
nary people, and obviously it isn’t. Is materialism defnitively proven by philo-
sophical or scientific demonstration? Are there no respectable arguments that
could bring its truth into doubt in the mind of an intelligent person? If so, then
how can one explain the large number of philosophers and scientists who dis-
believe in materialism and bring forward arguments drawn from many consid-
erations against it? We shall meet some of these people and some of their
arguments later in this book.

As we examine some of the arguments for materialism later, we shall see that
ultimately all of them are completely circular. They all seem to boil down in the
end to “materialism is true, because materialism must be true.” The fact seems
to be that the philosophy of materialism is completely fideistic in character.

Not only is materialism as it is usually encountered more hdeistic than the
faith of the ordinary religious believer, it is also far more narrow and intellectu-
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ally confining. That is because it is essentially a negative proposition. A person
who believes that there is something about the human mind that goes beyond
matter has a great deal of freedom of thought in this area. How much of the
human mind can be physically explained is for him an open question. He may
think (like David Chalmers) that all of human behavior is entirely explicable in
physical terms but that human subjective experience is not. Or he may believe
(like Avshalom Elitzur) that certain aspects of human behavior also go beyond
physical explanation. He may (like Chalmers) think that sensation involves a
non-material aspect of the mind, or he may believe (with Aristotle) that only cer-
tain functions of the human intellect do. He may believe that some ultimate
theory will encompass in one scientific framework both material and non-
material realities, or he may believe that the divide between matter and spirit is
fundamental.

The materialist, by contrast, is in a straitjacket of his own devising. Nothing
is allowed by him to be beyond explanation in terms of matter and the mathe-
matical laws that it obeys. If, therefore, he comes across some phenomenon that
is hard to account for in materialist terms, he often ends up by denying its very
existence. For instance, many materialist philosophers deny that there really is
any such thing as subjective experience. Philosophers call this view “elimina-
tivism.” What cannot be explained by the theory is eliminated from considera-
tion. Some renowned philosophers, such as W. V. O. Quine, have denied that
there are any mental experiences or events at all. Quine says that the existence
of mental or conscious processes must be “repudiated.”? As we shall see later,
there are many thinkers who, in order to escape certain anti-materialist argu-
ments that are based on human rational powers, are willing to abandon, in
efect, a belief in human rationality—including, of course, their own. Almost all
materialists deny that free will exists; they deem it an “illusion.” And so it goes.
Anything that stands in the way of materialism is ignored or denied. The materi-
alist lives in a very small world, intellectually speaking. It is a universe of huge
physical dimensions, but very narrow, for all that. There is no purpose in this
universe. Even human acts are entirely determined by physical processes. Just
as the astrologer believes that his life is controlled by the orbits of the planets,
the materialist believes that his own actions and thoughts are controlled by the
orbits of the electrons in his brain. Our moral or aesthetic judgments are, in the
final analysis, just emotional reactions, just chemistry. Even our very “selves”
are just convenient fictions; there is no real unitary self that stands behind the
welter of images, impulses, drives, and thoughts flickering through our neural
circuitry.#

The believing Jew or Christian does not feel the need to be embarrassed
when materialists attack religion as “anti-scientific” or irrational. For he regards
his own beliefs as not less but far more rational than those of the materialist. He
regards them as providing a fuller, more coherent, and more sensible picture
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of reality. A picture in which the existence of the universe is not merely some
colossal accident, in which human life has both purpose and meaning, in which
ideas about truth and falsehood and good and evil are more than mere electro-
chemical responses in our brains, and in which the beauty, harmony, and order
of the universe, which science has helped us to see more clearly than ever
before, are recognized as the product of a wisdom and a reason that transcends

Oour owi.

Though I have spent some time discussing them, it is not the historical preju-
dices of some scientific materialists that are the main subject of this book, but
rather the interpretation given by materialists to what science has actually dis-
covered in the last four centuries about the natural world. To use the political
language of our day, what I wish to discuss is not the “spin” which some mate-
rialists have put on religion or history, but the spin they have put on scientific
facts and theories,

Passing, then, beyond the bias and bad history which often accompanies it,
one finds that scientific materialism has a case to make against religion that is
based upon the discoveries of science itself. Again, let me state this case in words
that might be used by a typical materialist:

THE ScraNTIFIC MATERIALIST'S VIEW OF NATURE

“The world revealed by science bears little resemblance to the world as it was
portrayed by religion. Judaism and Christianity taught that the world was cre-
ated by God, and that things therefore have a purpose and meaning, aside
from the purposes and meanings we choose to give them. Moreover, human
beings were supposed to be central to that cosmic purpose. These comfort-
ing beliefs can no longer be maintained in the face of scientific discoveries.

“The universe more and more appears to be a vast, cold, blind, and pur-
poseless machine. For a while itappeared that some things might escape the
iron grip of science and its laws —perhaps Life or Mind. But the processes
of life are now known to be just chemical reactions, involving the same ele-
ments and the same basic physical laws that govern the behavior of all matter.
The mind itself is, according to the overwhelming consensus of cognitive
scientists, completely explicable as the performance of the biochemical



