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Knowing God through Science

[I] believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth…

[I] believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God,… of one Being with the Father.

[I] believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son.

One God as Three… and Three as One.  How are we to understand that complexity?  How can we get our puny human brains around that concept?  How can we understand God?  While I can’t fully grasp the depth of meaning in the Trinity, the three sides of God - Father, Son and Holy Ghost – help me approach some aspects of God more easily than if I tried to do it all at once.  The Father is the Creator part of God, the source of all; the Son is the Redeemer, the part of God that came to earth in human form to save us; the Holy Spirit is the Giver of life, the part of God in each of us.      

These thoughts give me three angles from which to view God, three keyhole glimpses of the vastness.  I can’t hope to understand God in his entirety, but each glimpse I have of Him helps me to understand a bit more.

Of course, there are more than these three approaches to God.  A good friend of mine, a biologist, opened a door for me in my attempts to learn more about God.  He argued that we can’t comprehend God in His entirety:  that truly is beyond our abilities.  However, we can try to understand him by any means available to us.  By studying the Bible, we can learn about God through the recordings of His words and actions.  Through prayer and quiet contemplation, we might come to know another view of God.  Yet another way to learn more about God is to study his creation, to study the natural world.  In other words, we can learn about God through science:  science is, after all, a careful observation of nature.  The more we understand about nature, the more glimpses we have of the Creator.  In fact, early scientists held this as one of their goals:  science was a pursuit of knowledge, and for some like Newton, knowledge of God.  Even the vilified Darwin ends his treatise on evolution with this thought:  “There is a grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been breathed into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.”

Now Darwin, and most modern scientists, myself included, are not studying nature in order to learn more about God, we are studying nature in order to improve medical treatments, or invent new technologies, or expand knowledge for its own sake.  Many people see science (and scientists) as diametrically opposed to God and religion.  They see science as a means to denigrate belief and chip away at God’s role in our modern world.  But there’s another way to see science – as Newton saw it – a means to appreciate God and bring us closer to Him.  
For instance, decades of research in developmental biology allow us to explain in great detail how our bodies form.  We understand how our chromosomes multiply and distribute themselves into each of our cells.  We know how our fingers form via chemical gradients and programmed cell death, how our hearts twist into shape, how our nerves grow out in intricate patterns and unerringly make their proper connections.  We could celebrate the biochemistry that underlies our body plan and acknowledge that there is no need for God to act in forming each of us.  Or perhaps we can see the hand of God in the fact that in the vast majority of babies those thousands of steps occur in just the right way, in just the right order, in just the right place?

Astronomy, probably the oldest science, has taught us about how stars form, mature, and die.  This information could lead us to conclude that the Star of Bethlehem was a supernova – the spectacular, exploding death of a star.  Does that make this guiding Star less awe-inspiring, or the birth of Christ less of a miracle?  If life on Earth, and the Earth itself, have been coming into being over the past 4.6 billion years, are they somehow less of a gift than if they were made in six days?  Jesus, with his Godly power, healed the blind with his touch – is it less of a miracle that a mere human being can heal the blind with a microscope, antibiotics and a corneal transplant?

In my fourteen years of teaching science, I’ve heard many people say that we ask too many questions about things we aren’t meant to know.  We shouldn’t be messing around with genetic engineering or trying to determine the age of the universe.  Some things are beyond our reach, and should stay that way.  As a scientist, I find this problematic, and as a teacher, I find it frightening.  I hope God does want us to ask questions and learn about the world around us.  When I read the chapter from Matthew about the giving of the talents, I think of the talents in the parable not as money, but as Jesus meant them:  gifts from God.  The word “talent” did mean money, but it took on many other meanings, including one some thousand years later: talent as the quality of reason, our intellect, our incredible brains.  The parable tells me that God (the master) wants us to use the great gift of our intellect, and that He will not be happy if we bury that talent.  He wants us to take what he has given us and increase it – learn more, ask more, know more.  “To those who have, more will be given…”   Why would God want us to search for information that might lead to our doubting His existence, or questioning His wisdom?  Maybe because these same questions can help us to know Him better, and to understand His teachings more clearly.    
Modern neuroscience has shown us that the front part of our brain has many functions, including controlling aspects of our personality and perceiving boundaries between ourselves and others.   This area also plays a role in spiritual feelings and religious visions.  People practicing deep meditation and prayer often report feelings of timelessness and oneness with everything, and neurological studies have shown that activity in the “boundary center” of the brain changes during these experiences.  People with damage to this part of the brain can feel that they are god-like, or might have overwhelming feelings of connection to God.  One interpretation of these scientific facts is that God is figment of our imagination, a side effect of the activity in our brain’s “religion area.”  One neurologist suggested that the heavenly visions of St. Hildegarde were caused by damage to that area of her brain.  To me, the flip side of that coin is that we are able to perceive God, to hear His voice, because of that particular wiring pattern in our brain; that everyday religious experiences are possible because of our neurophysiology; that at some point in our physical evolution, our brains took on a configuration that allowed us to communicate with God and him with us.  
Does our knowledge of this brain area make the heavenly visions of St. Hildegarde less inspirational, or detract from Joan of Arc’s heroism?  Or does our deeper understanding of our neurological wiring strengthen our wonder in God’s abilities to communicate with us through our evolved brains?  
Throughout history, humans attributed powers to their gods as a way of explaining things we didn’t understand (e.g. thunder and lightening; fire; birth and death).  As science in its various forms found explanations for these occurrences, the gods progressively lost their powers.  Thor isn’t as much of a threat as he used to be.  We no longer believe that Apollo carries the sun across the sky on his chariot, nor that a turtle carries it on his back.  We know that the earth’s rotation gives the sun the appearance of rising and setting.  In many ways, as science advanced, God retreated (if we look at Him only in terms of visible powers).  For many, God became the “God of the gaps.”  In other words, we looked to God as the cause of the things that science couldn’t explain.  This does put God and Science in direct competition with one another, and leads to the “don’t ask questions” attitude.  For some, there is a real fear that God will disappear entirely if we ask the right (or wrong) scientific questions.  
But do you know what?  God won’t disappear, no matter how much we learn.  God is unchanging – our understanding of him changes, but He doesn’t change.  He is the same God as he was tens of thousands of years ago when our ancestors believed that he threw every lightening bolt and planned every raindrop.  How egotistical and spiritually shallow of us to think that modern meteorology somehow takes powers away from God.  Rather, it gives us a different view of the rules that govern our natural world - it doesn’t change God or His power.  Does our modern understanding of evolution mean that God had no part in the appearance of humans on earth?  Evolution is fact, as much as the Earth being round is fact, or the presence of atoms is fact, or gravity is fact.  There is absolutely no scientific evidence that contradicts the reality of evolution.  Does that mean that we are untouched by God?  Does that mean we aren’t made in God’s image?  I, for one, can’t imagine that God has pinkish-yellow skin, myopic eyes, graying hair and bunions – am I not in God’s image?  If God looks like we do, then why did the Christ have to come to earth in human form?  Our bodies are from dust – evolved over of millions of years from primitive mammals that had previously evolved from reptiles.  Our bodies are from dust – our souls are from God.  My soul is as close as I’ll come to being in God’s image – it is the part of me that He touches and molds and guides.  A good body doesn’t get you into heaven – a good soul will.

For me, science no longer separates me from God – it shows me more about His wonder and grace.  I want to learn more, and I’m going to keep asking questions.  I’ll ask questions in the laboratory, in the classroom, in the church and in the forest.  I’ll invest my talents and hope that they increase – for my own sake and maybe to the glory of God.  Amen.
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