BE 304 - Issues of Belief.

ASSIGNMENT 1, Section 1 .

How did the concept of the ‘god of the gaps’ lead to an increasing secularisation of the scientific view of the world. 

Describe and discuss one or two of the fundamental questions and insights of twentieth century science that have lead some scientists to doubt whether, after all, a purely materialistic understanding of the natural world is possible.
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The secularisation of the scientific view of the world was due to interrelated factors of which ‘god of the gaps’ is but one. To understand the importance and reasons for the ‘god of the gaps’, we must also attend to the other factors in our discussion.

It is impossible to state when secularisation of the scientific world view started, suffice that its roots are in the rise of modernity, which itself is impossible to date
. However a trajectory from when, “science grew up within a Christian tradition and ...was in no sense distinct or separate”
, to its present secular state, can be traced.

It was the experimental empiricism and mechanical rationalism of Bacon and Descartes which gave the “impetus for the scientific revolution”
, of which scientists who were Christians, Newton among them, would be to the fore. Yet it is with Newton’s discovery of the law of gravity, and the mechanistic world picture associated with him, that we detect the birth of the ‘god of the gaps’. Previously God held all things together, (Heb 1:3), but by scientific discovery God was replaced by gravity. The explosion of scientific discovery in the nineteenth century, particularly publication of Darwin's ‘Origin of Species’ in 1859, confined God, “to the areas that science did not understand”
. God became the explanation for the gaps in scientific understanding, and as science progressed he became, “a silent actor in the play, scarcely needed even to present Himself upon the stage”
. Thus as scientific knowledge grew the gaps reduced, meaningful science / theology dialogue became conflict, and the secularisation of science increased.

Yet secularisation, “arose .. not out of a rebellion against the God of Christianity”
, but partly as a consequence of the “atomisation of knowledge”
. Newton was both scientist and theologian, but by the late nineteenth century specialisation had broken the unity of disciplines. This occurred concurrently with attacks on the writings of Darwin and Huxley, etc., by the church, thus science  was alienated by the church forcing it down the path of secularisation with its mechanical and reductionist views.

The Newtonian system led to the world being viewed, “as mechanical, deterministic and predictable”
. However in the twentieth century, “physicists ... have been moving away from strictly mechanical models of the universe”
. Key to this have been the meta questions in science, such as ‘why does the universe bother to exist at all’, and the theories of relativity and quantum mechanics, which precipitated among physicists, “a radical reformulation of the most fundamental aspects of reality. They learned to approach their subject in unexpected ways...and find closer accord with mysticism than materialism”
.

While it was Einstein’s theory of relativity that demonstrated, “the relation between energy, mass and the speed of light”
, an interconnectedness hitherto unthinkable, it was the theory of quantum physics that most seriously undermined the materialistic understanding of the natural world. Relativity still allowed for a, “picturable and determinate”
 reality compatible with a mechanistic model, quantum theory destroyed this.

Key to materialism is the notion of determinism, “the assumption that events are entirely determined by other, earlier events”
. When Newton, “proposed his laws of mechanics ..... determinism was automatically built”
 in, thus all natural events in the universe, are locked in a matrix of cause and effect. If we know event A causes B, then we can accurately predict the next event, i.e. C, because the system is determinable. Conversely by studying C, B and A we can predict the events that took place before A. Such logic reinforced the reductionist view of reality whereby we take apart the ‘machine’ we are observing, into its constituent entities, until we find its first event. It is this world view which drives those who search for the ‘Theory of Everything’.

However, Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle demonstrated that quantum mechanics “has indeterminism built into it at a fundamental level”
, uncertainty is, “a fundamental, inescapable property of the world”
. Thus quantum mechanics not only explains why light behaves as wave and particle, but also explains why, there can be systems which “are extremely close in energy, yet differ in their pattern, or organisation and so in information content”
. There is therefore a duality in quantum theory which allows us to , “predict a number of...possible outcomes”
, but there is, “an inherent limitation”
 in this prediction due to the uncertainty principle. The world , at the subatomic level, is not deterministic, so cannot be mechanical.

In 1935 Einstein, Podolsky and Rosen demonstrated what would be coined the EPR paradox in quantum mechanics. In this, “once two quantum particles have interacted with each other they retain the power of mutual influence however widely they may subsequently separate”
. This mysterious, “togetherness in separation”
, along with the collapse of the wave function when under observation, leads to the suspicion that subatomic particles somehow ‘know’ about the world around them. This undermines the materialists key concern with reductionism as, “at the root of reductionist physics we find holism reasserting itself”
. Thus our knowledge has gaps, both because we cannot deterministically predict the outcome of events and because problems measuring subatomic reality sustains, “perplexity about detailed questions of quantum ontology”
.

Given we “cannot even measure the present state of the universe precisely”
 there will remain mystery, or gaps in our knowledge , concerning the world as we observe it now, and our predictions regarding both the future and past states of the universe. To close these gaps we need to observe and measure the unmeasurable and unobservable, and achieve, “unlimited predictability”
. Unlimited predictability is unattainable due to quantum uncertainty, and because we would need infinite knowledge of the first ever cause, which requires, “infinite initial accuracy for total predictability”
. Such accuracy would require an infinite length of time in which to occur, thus logically it could never occur, nor is it logically possible to have infinite knowledge. 

We do not wish, having progressed from a materialistic scientific world view, to re-articulate the old concept of the ‘god of the gaps’ with a new, ‘god of the permanent gaps’. He is not a god of the gaps, nor, “a God of the edges, with a vested interest in beginnings”
. He is the God who is, “immanent in the world and present in all things”
. Awareness of his immanence in the world is the ultimate challenge to  our materialistic view of the universe, as the materialistic system reduces God  to the first cause and subsequently uninvolved observer. Our worship of God demands dialogue with science, allowing its discoveries to rekindle our sense of awe as we ponder our world and universe, resulting in confession that he is indeed God.
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