Philosophy of Science

Introduction: 

(who I am (botanist-computer-theology L’Abri worker)… my limitations (CFS)… 

how I operate – prefer interruptions (no point in my talking if not understood, but I am responsible for order here so let me dcide if I am going to answer you or ask you to wait until afterwards…)

pray (Open our eyes that we may behold the wonders of your word - and of your world. May the words of my mouth and the thoughts of all our hearts be pleasing to you)

What: I want to discuss What Science is? and Does Science Matter? or Why is it Important to Christians?

Background is the recent lecture by Arthur Jones (Intelligent Design Movement) and before I go on at all, I am quite happy to try and answer any questions that arose out of his lecture or any questions that anyone might have about the whole area of evolution. We can spend all night doing that if you like. (see warning in footnote 1)

What is science? Best answered by reviewing history of the philosophies applied to science. (which I’ll do in a minute)

But: scio to know - collected statements about what we know and have determined about the universe in which we live. (begs the question as to whether either the universe or our experience of it has any reality - deal with later, but for time being assume Universe is ‘real’ - an objective existence independent of the observer - and that at least some of our experience of the universe can result in ‘real’ - congruent to facts - knowledge of the objective existence of the universe.)

Why important? 

a) Science is important if only in the sense that it affects our lives 


a. – examples – electric light, computers, GM foods, Mad-Cow disease, Nuclear devices, improved medecine and surgery. – None of our Western Society could be in existence were it not for ‘Science’. 

b) More importantly, it affects the way we think. As a man thinks so he is. 

a. (historical examples of views in science affecting humanity - racism, apartheid, ‘the final solution’ 

i. from Professor Jones: Reith Lectures 1991 (disease is good (Natural Selection Rules) 

1. …Jesus was accompanied by a plague of good health! Disease is bad)  

ii. Richard Dawkins (early part and central argument of “Selfish Gene”, Genes are important, Individual and populations and societies are unimportant 

1. … Jesus died for me and you as individuals, to create the society of the Church and anyway Societies are our responsibility -  salt and light)

iii. Why death? – to make room for the next generation (improved – evolution is always upwards!) --- disrespect for aged and on into euthanasia etc etc. 

1. … Shortest verse? Jesus wept – at death of Lazarus. We were not designed to die. Death is a result of the fall. We were designed to live forever. To overcome the fall God sent his own son to die. –indication of importance

>>>(>>Indicates that christians and non-christians may, and indeed, ought to, have very differing views from secular man.

Note:

In discussion with unsaved people, the far end of time is more important than beginning to the individual ... where is he or she going?


in society we are called to be  salt and light

Briefly

1. Let us Agree on Reality: - Contrasting views

1. Its not really there: eg Hinduism (dream in mind of God and when he awakes…)

2. It really is there

2.1. Occurs only as a result natural processes - Materialistic Science

2.2. It needs outside input to account for its very existence. – various religions

2. Review of philosophies of science form an historical perspective

1. Early – frequently not critical in their thinking processes and certainly had no idea of confirming an idea by looking at evidence. 2 examples. 

1.1. Square stems of dead-nettles align to 4 points of compass – any walk in the park would have disproved that.

1.2. Ptolomey deduced that the earth was small by comparison with sun and that stars were long way away… here there was an attempt to measure the circumference of the earth (about 430 BC) but not great circle (explain) – that’s why Columbus thought it wasn’t far to the India. – no real thought applied no attempt to check the figures.

2. Reformation – Alfred North, Lord Whitehead (among many others claim that what we call Science arose out of the new worldview that resulted from the reformation – not just the rennaisence. If you have a rational God who created everything then you can ask of Him – and of His creation, rational questions and expect to get rational answers) – this led to the traditional Scientific methodology – and we must remember that many of the 17C and 18C scientists were striving to glorify God
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It does lead on to problems: As the individual scientists and his society forgets about or denies God then the method itself becomes all in all.

'Naive Positivism' - If you can't measure it it ain't there - Elevates Science into 'Scientism'

3. 
Early 20th Century Realisation: 
some ideas can't be experimented on – led to what is called Operation Science
3.1. Origin Theories – we weren’t there and can never ever be there

3.2. too large. eg. Weather  (all computer design was attempt to model N Hemisphere weather)
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a scientific fact. (louise woodward)

This can move over (and has done so) into things like New-Age subjectivism – if it feels good then it is good

4. Paradigms
4.1. (what I would have called 'Models' but much more subjective)

4.2. The main difference between this approach and above is the claim by the above (Operation science) to be based on data.
4.3. To someone who uses Paradigms, the basis is ' **only** the 'Shaping Principle' or Worldview'

4.4. Dogmatism rules, and the only time it is changed is when the world view changes and when that happens it is a 'Scientific Revolution' - in the meantime it's difficult to argue against - 'Any stigma will do to beat a dogma (D. Sayers) for science is not objective, any more than we are objective. The only thing you can say is:

Confidence in the knowledge we have is proportional to the evidence supporting it'

(but that is itself subjective, because it depends on your world-view)

5. Why labour this point? - because it means that it is very difficult to get a handle on any facts, what we are dealing with is a belief system which (in spite of what may be claimed) is also subjective
6. Post Modernism This is generally destructive! Nothing can be known, Nothing can be discovered. Everything is only the construct of the mind of the individual and my viewpoint is OK for me – yours is OK for you. The only thing that matters is what works for you (of course, several of us may agree that – for instance – a car engine works to transfer each of us from place to place, but you had better not get in my way when I am going to my place.) Specifically, postmodernism refuses to assign rules for judging between competing sets of descriptions – hence the process of science is left to subjectivism alone.
so: What about Christians – let me set some limits

Presupposition:
Primary presupposition is God. Not any god, but the God revealed to us in the Bible.

(where are the gods of the nations – Our God does just what he wants to do - Psalm 115)

From it immediately come several other presuppositions – here only mention two: 

Existence must be assumed: 

Orderliness must be assumed

Proof:


Even central dogmas are at best only Probably True. At best they are the results of the cogitations of men and women created in Gods image and likeness. At worst they are the machinations of a fallen and selfish mind. But even the best are both arrived at by creatures who are both fallen and also finite, and therefore limited
 as well as being faulty

Domain Limit:

Science never talks about ultimates (like the existence of the universe) – Should it? 

Human Activity:
Suspect Ethics, Suspect Objectivity

Scripture would agree with all of these: God is in charge, Man's intellect is limited and his intellect and will are fallen

Christians are partly responsible for their problems:

Aquinas set a worldview that said (from Rom 1:21) that ‘all’ God's purposes could be ascertained from creation - Natural Theology - Natural Laws and Teleology (Aristotelean) (doctrine of 'final causes' - events are the result of the purposes they serve) In modern terms: - the Christian Paradigm - but it failed when the fossil record showed wholesale destruction of species

Now many Christians are talking about a meeting of minds - not warfare but synthesis (Hegelian) rather than standing on God's word (eg ASA/ Polkinghorne) Others (as Arthur Jones pointed out) are using it (or claim to be using it) merely as a strategy. – Even here, note how far we are from talking about ‘truth’ – There is a real argument that if you aren’t prepared to defend something then it cannot be redeemed

Me: 
Bible doesn't say much about science, but where it does it speaks accurately (angry man like vinegar on teeth – Proverbs)

we are not afraid of the facts


Bible doesn't speak much about the 'Why' - but there is a 'Why' - God's purposes - to give Him all glory

 we are not afraid of the facts


Stand on what it says - we are not afraid of the facts

But… argue about my opinions

Yes we do have a worldview, Yes we exist within a culture with a kaleidoscope of worldviews, the difference is that our worldview is externally defined (Godel's Theorem 'proves' mathematically that a closed system cannot answer all questions - ours is not a closed system, but we may not be able to answer all questions and must remember our limitations.
 

Conclusion:

Many agreements - good diets, social services, hospitals, peace, etc but ultimately the difference sumarized in attitude to individual. 

· To a materialist, the continuing 'units' are nations, states, civilisations, - etherialised to 'humanity' or 'life' itself. - individuals are too transient to be important. 

· To a Christian, individuals are more important, they are eternal, the other things are ephemeral.

· This difference dominates all others - in particular, it profoundly influences ethics

Jones means what? 


Explicit - can't get morals out of genetics 


 --- Agree morals have to be externally derived



(C.S.Lewis in ‘Abolition of Man’ - how can you judge a system from inside it)



(Fallen man - intellect and will)


Implicit - disease is good (Natural Selection Rules) 


---- this is horrific - Jesus was accompanied by a plague of good health! Disease is bad


Implicit - eugenics (Society defines evolution) - we can decide where we are going


----- worrying because of the fall -  who decides? who controls the controllers?

Dawkins:


Explicit: We are determined (predestined)

----- agree with term but not with him 


(predestination defines our goal not our behaviour)


predestined by what ?


..... molecules with emotions of ruthlessness (ultimately the void) or a loving God?

Explicit: Individual and populations and societies are unimportant

---- disagree - Jesus died for me and you



Societies are our responsibility -  salt and light

Implicit: Ruthlessness and Aggression are good things

---- disagree
 - gentle as doves - go the extra mile - love your enemies



 - as much as it lies within you be at peace with all men



- take not vengeance

Explicit: Intelligence allows us to comprehend and thus affect our own evolution

---- that is contradictory to his first point that we are predestined


Explicit:  Ideas are like genes 


--- example of 'glibness'

This was on the back of the Church ‘Noticeboard’ - Easter 1991
Nowadays, we are quite used to language being used somewhat loosely, and that  words are used to minimize the real horror of what is actually being said. The recent Gulf 'situation' has thrown up such euphemisms as 'collateral damage' when what was meant was a war in which people were being killed. But, we when we think about it, we understand what is actually meant; and we still live and act as though words have real meaning. We say that we get up in the 'morning' and 'stand' on the 'floor' and we all understand what that means about the time-of-day, that we are no longer lying down and that the floor is solid under our feet.  - what I am saying is that we live and act as though words and reality are connected, that there are objective facts that can be described in words and known to each one of us. But what would happen if words lost their meaning? if we could no longer understand what each said to the other? or knowledge became the property of a select few? - Consider the following passage, which is a direct quote from a scientist writing about science. The context is that he has just proposed how the early life-like chemicals may have been formed from some hypothetical mixture of gases in the atmosphere of our planet some stage in its prehistoric time. (As you read this, remember that science has been called 'the art of knowing')

"Should we then call the original replicator molecules 'living'? - Who cares? I might say to you 'Darwin was the greatest man who ever lived' and you might say 'No, Newton was' but I hope that we would not prolong the argument. The point is that no conclusion of substance would be affected whichever way our argument was resolved. The facts of the lives and achievements of Newton and Darwin is totally unchanged whether we label them 'great' or not. Similarly, the story of the replicator molecules probably happened something like the way I am telling it regardless of whether we call them 'living'. Human suffering has been caused because too many of us cannot grasp that words are only tools for our use and that the existence of a word like 'living' does not mean it necessarily has to refer to something in the real world. Whether we call the early replicators living or not, they were the ancestors of life; they were our founding fathers."

The Selfish Gene: Richard Dawkins (new edition 1989) O.U.P. - p18

I hope that I am not alone in finding this quite horrifying. There are so many things wrong with it that I hardly know where to start, but let's try.

Firstly; from a scientific perspective, it is a neat way to get round one of the basic principles of biology. Biology came out of the 'dark' ages of magic when the fundamental principle that 'life never comes from non-life' became accepted as a basic tenet. Mice do not come from cheese, nor flies from sweaty rags as was once thought; mice come from mice, flies come from flies, life comes from life; and all real biology is built on this, and to remove this distinction between 'life' and 'non-life' is an obvious non-sense.

Secondly; there has also been a deliberate confusion between the words 'living' and the word 'lives'; again, the fact of the 'lives and achievements of Darwin and Newton' is not at issue, yet somehow, this is used to confirm an opinion about the word 'living'.

Thirdly; the actual verbal juggling-trick has been accomplished by verbal deceit. While we might argue about who was greatest, no-one would argue whether Newton or Darwin  actually lived, and yet the argument about personal opinions has been transferred to be an argument about  the word 'living'.

Fourthly; this is a Wittgenstinian approach to knowledge. Language is a tool to reach understanding, but once understanding has been reached, the tool may be thrown away and, of course, communication of the knowledge is no longer possible, it is merely 'understood'. Ultimately, knowledge may only be held by those who have achieved this understanding and is no longer available to all.

Lastly; if we accept his conclusion, then his argument to achieve his conclusion disappears. If 'living' has no reference to the real world, then we can hardly talk about the 'lives and achievements' of anyone, let alone Darwin and Newton.  And then, having abandoned any meaning for the word 'living' the author re-imports it by saying 'it doesn't matter if they were living or not, they were our ancestors, our founding fathers' thus ascribing vitality to something admittedly dead and quite without any vital spark.

I'm sure that there are other equally valid criticisms of such a paragraph, but it is this last one that seems most appropriate to remain with us on today of all days. We know of the liberal theologians who doubted whether Jesus existed as an historic personality; using this approach, their problems would have been over long ago, after all, 'living' can mean whatever you want it to mean.

The apostles have no such problems, for them 'living' meant the same as it means to you and I and incidentally, to the dictionary. They give the proofs of Jesus' resurrection in terms of 'we heard', 'we saw', 'we touched' and 'we spoke to him'. Paul speaks of Christ's life in 1 Cor.15 and says 'If Christ has not been raised, then your faith is futile, you are yet condemned by your sins' and goes on, triumphantly 'But now Christ is risen from the dead - this is not a matter of opinion, it is historic fact - see the evidences I have given you.’ But; and here is the point, the words 'living' and 'life' and 'risen from the dead' have to have meaning, a meaning that definitely does have reference to something definite in the real world; a meaning that we can all understand and share in. Words are not 'only tools for our use' and if we use them only so, then we are in danger of losing all that we have, especially that living Word who said:

"I am he that liveth and was dead; and,  behold, I am alive for evermore" 

All Hail King Jesus

A Personal Note.
(this was written for the Church ‘Noticeboard’ June, 1997)

Recently there have been many news stories about celestial objects like the Hale-Bopp comet. There are also many reports of the reworking of cosmological theories as more information is gathered by satellites like the Hubble Orbiting Telescope. Nothing wrong in that either, but I was recently startled when I read some verses in 2 Peter. 

2 Peter 3:3-7 First of all, you must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own evil desires. They will say “Where is this ‘coming’ he promised? Ever since our fathers died everything goes on as it has since the beginning of creation.” But they deliberately forget that long ago by God’s word the heavens existed and the earth was formed out of water and with water. By water also the world of that time was deluged and destroyed. By the same word the present heavens and earth are reserved for fire, being kept for the destruction of ungodly men.

Quite rightly we accept that the Bible is not a Science text-book and that its stated objective is to speak to the heart of men and women about their destination at the far end of time - making clear the only way of salvation. However, we also believe that wherever the Bible speaks and whatever it speaks about, it speaks without error being the very words of God Himself.

Uniformly, scientific theories of origin postulate a ‘hot’ beginning to the universe, solar system and its planets. The Universe began with a gigantic explosion and planets condense out of material near a star. The phrase ‘the earth was formed out of water’ calls into question the validity of these theories of ‘hot’ formation at least as far as our planet is concerned. All current cosmological theories also prophesy the end of life, the universe and everything as a gradual cooling to a cold uniformity of everything. These theories too can be seen to be equally incorrect when these verses are considered.

Scientists say ‘Hot beginning, cold ending’. God says ‘Cold beginning, Hot ending’

The amazing thing to me is not that scientists can be incorrect in their theories, we are bound to make errors as we try to unravel the secrets of the creation, but that they can be so incorrect as to be utterly back to front. Such perverseness
 smacks of genius! Unfortunately, we are also told what this particular genius is; “following their own evil desires”  -  “they deliberately forget”. (Roman’s 1:20 says that the things of creation are clearly evident to all so that they are without excuse - such a reversal of the truth requires deliberate perversity)

Two things strike me about this: 

Firstly and most importantly, a sadness at such error and the end result of it - these are among the ungodly men and women for whom “the present heavens and earth are reserved for fire, being kept for the destruction of ungodly men.” Such a waste of potentially immortal sons and daughters of God is heartbreaking. I do not know what to do about it, other than continuing faithful in prayer for individuals that we know ourselves and those we read about and in boldly proclaiming the truth of salvation where possible. (Accepting the scoffing and mockery that will often follow such efforts. ‘Blessed are those who are persecuted for my name’s sake’ said Jesus, who when he was reviled did not answer back.)

Secondly for ourselves, we must not accept uncritically ‘theory’ as ‘truth’ (no matter what the claimed authority). Science is literally the art of knowing. Theology is making statements about God. To deny God’s word or God’s involvement in his universe is still a statement about God and hence theology. Quite clearly, as Peter says, such cosmological ideas are not of knowledge but are theological statements. - For all that they claim to be scientific - hence ‘of knowledge’ - such statements are not even ‘honest mistakes’. Peter tells us that they are the result of selfishness - deliberate forgetfulness and the following of personal desires. 

Let us get and keep our theology right: We know Him in whom we have believed and we are confident that He will keep that what we have committed to Him until that day of judgement comes. However, we must not keep such good news to ourselves.

John Barrs 
June, 1997

� in my personal experience, there are very few people for whom evolution is critical while they are exploring Christianity, it is usually an arguing point for those who don’t want to listen. For the few for whom it does matter, it is essential that they see and talk to a specialist who knows the field, if it isn’t your field, you can do a lot of damage - but most probably to your own faith! We do not have a ‘God of the Gaps’ (i.e. who answers the questions that Science cannot answer and who must necessarily decrease while our science claims to know more and more) Rather, we have a God who created and made it all, and who is unworried by Science - Rom 1:21 implies that we can (and must) ask questions of creation, but the answers may not be those we expect








� 2 Peter 3 article


� Psalm 139 (birth) / Ecc 7:2(death), 7:29(we are scientists!), 11:5(but we cannot understand everything),


� In fact, we are the only people who can say with certainty that the Sun will rise tomorrow.. for everyone else, it is only probable, for us it is Gods promise. Jer 31


� I Cor 13… now we see as through a misty glass, then we shall see face to face.


� Note to editor: ‘Such folly smacks of genius - a lesser mind would be incapable of it’ is a quotation from Isaac Asimov’s ‘Foundation’ series


Ian also reminds me of Hilaire Belloc’s  ‘O let us never, never doubt what nobody is sure about’





