CRITICAL FAITH: THEOLOGY IN THE MIDST OF THE SCIENCES

towards deity can there be an infinite actual God" (z:361). What really exists is the
natural world: “The actual reality which has deity is the world of empiricals filling up
all Space-Time and tending towards a higher quality. Deity is a nisus and not an
accomplishment” (2:364).

(2) The neurosciences and consciousness. Empirical work in neurophysiology works
to reconstruct causal sequences within the brain, for example the progression of neural
impulses from the optic nerve into the first stages of image processing in the brain,
There can be no scientific study of cognition without the study of neuroanatomy,
including its structures, functions, developmental histories, and causal correlations.
Indeed, it might appear that such studies replace and supersede the old debates about
the nature of mind.

Yet philosophical 1ssues arise earlier in this area of study than one would think.
Take the binding problem, for example. One still needs to know how assemblies of cells
are “bound together” in order to function as a representation of some external state of
affairs, say, the tree that is in one’s visual field.* As it turns out, the contributions not
only of neurpscientists but also of philosophers of mind are crucial to finding a selution
to the binding problem. Similarly, the thesis of neural Darwinism (G. Edelman®)
applies theoretical concepts of evolutionary biolegy to understand the ontogenesis of
individual brains. In the case of {inter alia) the neurobiologist Terrence Deacon, neural
Darwinism has become the foundation for a broad, and deeply philosophical, theory
concerning the nature of humanity as “the symbolic species.”” Of course, some of
today's philosophical questions will eventually be resolved by empirical studies; after all,
the so-called question of consciousness is not a monolith and many of its component
guestions are becoming researchable. Still, there is no good reason to expect that sclence
will eventually reduce the entire domain of consciousness and folk psychology to a
predictive science written only in the language of neurcanatomy.

The philosophical implications of the neurosciences are even stronger when it
comes to understanding the connection between neural states and qualia (subjective
experiences), Some philosophies dismiss the guestion of the neural correlates of
consciousness from the outset. Thus dualists arpue that thought is the product of the
soul, understocd as a mental or spiritual entity (res cogitans) causally independent of
the brain, and hence that neuroscience sheds no real light on cognition. And reductive
materialists argue that, since consciousness does not really exist anyway (or at least is
not causally efficacious), there is no point in trying to correlate it with neural processes.
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But these are the least attractive answers, In each of the more plausible views that lie
between these extremes one finds complex interactions between philosophical
speculation and emnpirical rescarch, All these positions presuppose — as seems hard to
deny — that consciousness is asseciated with specific neural activities. Meural firings
and action potentials, taking place in a particular brain with a particular structure and
history, play a causal role in producing the rich phenomena of the individual's fivst-
persenal world: her experience of joy, her knowledpe that 5 + 7 =12, her intimations of
transcendence, her longing for immortality. Exactly what are the neural correlates of
consciousness becomes a fascinating research topic lying at the boundary between
neuroscience and consciousness studies. Here, undeniably, one’s religious or theelogical
convictions will deeply influence the way in which one approaches the question.
Conversely, the conclusions from scientific research will have important implications
for one’s philosophical and theological beliefs about human persons, our mortality,
and our relationship with the divine.

SHOULD THEQLOGY TAKE THE RISK?

Much more could be said about these three examples, which raise complex and subtle
issues {and difficulties!) that I have not even begun to touch upon here. There is room
in closing to make only one (perhaps controversial) observation about them.

Motwithstanding certain errors and overstatements on the parts of both scientists
and theslogians in these three separate debates, by and large theologians were (and
are) correct in attempting to take account of and respond to the scientific developments
in these fields. Of course, there is some risk that theology will align itself with a scientific
insight that turns out to be spurious. One recalls that theologians in the past did embrace
the theological implications of perpetual motion, the ether, physical determinism, and
a complete reduction to genes or atoms, One must acknowledge the real danger of
making similar mistakes in the future.

But, | suggest, the alternative is worse, The alternative is to put forward and embrace
theolopies that are based on outdated scientific cosmologies and empirically false
claims about the world, rather than basing theological reflection on the best available
knowledge we have about the universe. Surely the scriptures of one's religlous tradition
should not function as a dike that serves to protect one agalnst advances in human
knowledge, Therein lie the Dark Ages indeed!
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Few pictures of this damaging anti-scientific appeal to authority in theology are more
evocative, and more painful, than Bertold Brecht's famous scene in The Life
of Galileo. Galileo points his telescope at the moons of Jupiter and bids the papal
astronomers simply to observe that some heavenly bodies orbit objects other than the
sun. Standing on the roof of Galileo's house in Florence under the starry sky, with the
evidence only inches away, the papal astronomers launch into a long discourse, using
Aristotle and scripture to prove a priori that no heavenly body can orbit any other
object than the sun. It follows, they conclude, that the telescope must be a tool of the
dewvil.

Even today one can find theological treatises which contain analogous, albeit
mare subtle, arguments. But nature has a way of winning in the end. It is far better to
accept the risks of aligning oneself with the best human efforts at knowledge, and then
when necessary to admit mistakes and move on, than to remain “suckled on a creed
outworn” (Wordsworth). Recall again a later moment from Brecht's play. Galileo is
condemned for his heresies and sentenced to house arrest. After the verdict is read, the
representatives of the papal inquisition depart. Alone on a darkening stage, condemned
for his heretical claim that the earth moves around the sun, Galileo stands for a time
in silence. Finally, though, he shakes his fist in the direction of the authorities who
have just condemned him, and yells triwmphantly, “aber sie bewegt sich doch!™

CONCLUSION

What then have we learned about the place of theology among the sciences? Some will
say it is a precarious place indeed! Developments outside of theology's control — some of
which will later turn out to be mistaken — can undercut classical theological positions,
can require radically new ways of thinking about God, and can even cast the credibility
of theism as such into question. Yet there are several reasons for saying that this position
is not only not untenable, but is actually the right place for theology to locate itself.
First, theists are fundamentally committed to the belief that in the end there is only
one truth. One of the lowest moments in the history of theology was the advent of the
“two truths” doctrine, which held that the truths of revelation may stand in opposition
to the truths of observation and empirical experimentation. Theologians respond
positively to scientific advances because we believe that at the end of the day all means
of ascertaining truth are means of the self-revelation of God. In the end the many
shall become one.

We live and work among the sciences, second, because we no longer accept the
Scholastic claim that theology's rightful place is to rule as queen of the sciences. The
Jesuanic ethic is, “He who would be first must be last of all and a servant to all” (Mark

29






