WILL SCIENCE ONE DAY PROVE GOD DOESN’T EXIST?

1. What can science tell us about the world?

Let’s start by asking whether science can actually prove anything at all. Perhaps that is a surprising question. Most of us think science gives us pretty secure knowledge about the world. It’s surely true that the earth goes round the sun and that gravity pulls us downwards, and everything in the universe is made of atoms. And nowadays we know such impressive things as that the universe began with a gigantic explosion called the Big Bang, and human beings evolved from much simpler creatures over a period of billions of years. We know all that because science has done the observations and experiments, produced the theories and tested them. Indeed isn’t science the most secure and rational kind of knowledge we have? Might we not rather ask, does anything count as knowledge if it isn’t scientific knowledge?

In fact, it’s not quite as simple as all this. After all, the best scientific theory there was at the beginning of the sixteenth century said that the sun goes round the earth – a rather more obvious deduction from observations really, you might think. And there have been different views about whether everything is made of indivisible particles (atoms) or not.  As for gravity, well, Newton’s theory was overthrown by Einstein’s (known as the general theory of relativity) at the beginning of the twentieth century. In fact modern theories of physics throw up completely wacky notions such as a single particle going through two slits in a screen simultaneously (quantum theory), a man who goes on a space ship coming back to find his twin brother many years older than he is (special relativity), and space curving back on itself (general relativity). All these theories are accepted by physicists and have overthrown our older theories.
So if science proves things, how come it has got so much wrong in the past? And can we actually be sure it is right now? Philosophers of science, particularly over the last hundred years, have offered a variety of answers to the question of just what science can and can’t tell us about the world. First of all, the so-called ‘logical positivists’ narrowed what counted as real knowledge to what could be observed and measured. They said that for any statement to count as science, and indeed for it to have any meaning at all, you must be able to verify it, that is to make an observation or experiment which shows it. The logical positivists denied that statements about God were meaningful because they weren’t verifiable in that way. It wasn’t just that ‘God exists’ is a false statement: it just doesn’t mean anything at all!
If that were correct, then it would spell the death knell for theology as a subject and for any idea that you can believe in God and remain a rational person. However, religious believers can breathe a sigh of relief at this point because logical positivism is no longer accepted by major philosophers – it’s a philosophical dead duck. For a start, its own verification principle can’t be verified! Just think about it. How could you make a measurement which verified the statement ‘The only statements that have meaning are those that refer to something which can be measured’? What does the statement itself refer to that is measurable? It’s a statement about statements, not about measurable quantities.
The second point is that no amount of measurement can verify general laws, which are what science deals in. According to logical positivism you can only verify the statement ‘All swans are white’ by observing all swans in the universe. You could verify ‘Some swans are white’ by observing a few swans, but scientific laws are general statements, much more like ‘All swans are white’. Newton’s law of gravity states that the force between any two bodies in the universe is inversely proportional to the square of the distance between them. It’s impossible to verify! To do so you would have to measure the force between every pair of bodies in the universe for all separation distances between them, and even then you would have the complicating effect of the forces from other bodies interfering with the result.
So if you can’t verify a scientific theory what can you do? The great philosopher of science Sir Karl Popper said ‘You can only falsify it!’ Whereas no quantity of white swans would ever verify the statement ‘All swans are white’, observing a black swan would falsify it in one fell swoop. Similarly you can falsify any general scientific law, such as the law of gravity, by finding a counterexample. Interestingly, Popper thought you couldn’t falsify the statement ‘God exists’ but he was more restrained than his logical positivist predecessors. That made the statement ‘God exists’ not a scientific statement, but it didn’t make it a meaningless statement. Popper also thought that ethical questions are not scientific, but it can still be meaningful to say ‘You shall not steal’! Science just says nothing about these subjects. Nevertheless, a question underlying this whole article is why one might believe that ‘God exists’ is true or false, and the fact that it is unscientific but still might be meaningful doesn’t really help us with that.
Anyway, falsification is far from the end of the story with science. A major problem is that it just doesn’t capture how science works in practice. It was known in the nineteenth century that the orbit of the planet Uranus didn’t fit with predictions made on the basis of Newton’s theory. But that theory wasn’t abandoned. The Cambridge mathematician John Couch Adams and French mathematician Urbain Leverrier calculated that Uranus’s orbit would fit if there were another planet around, and so they predicted the existence of Neptune. On the other hand at the beginning of the twentieth century it was known that Mercury’s orbit didn’t fit Newton’s theory. Einstein proposed a completely new theory, general relativity, which got the orbit just right! So there just isn’t a general rule about when a theory is falsified.
Important subsequent developments in the philosophy of science include seeing science as not rational at all because different research groups operate with different and incompatible theories (called ‘paradigms’), and researchers only switch from one to the other rarely, and then for reasons which can’t be logically justified. That is not how most scientists see it! A much more promising approach is to see theories held within much broader ‘scientific research programmes’ which either grow or shrink depending on whether they can easily accommodate new data or have to make ad hoc changes.

Another promising approach sees scientific theories as explanations and choosing between theories as ‘inference to the best explanation’. The ‘best’ explanation will be the one which explains most and is the simplest and most elegant among competitors. In some versions of this, evidence will count in favour of a theory in the sense of making it more probably true – this is called ‘confirmation’. It differs from ‘verification’ because it is not claimed that this is proof; indeed it never can be.
The various problems I have described with the philosophy of science ought to make us wary of putting science on too high a pedestal when it comes to what we can and can’t believe. Science isn’t totally secure in its claims: nothing can be known for certain. So it shouldn’t be too surprising if religion has its competitors and can’t be totally certain of what it claims either.
Of course there is some truth in what most of the philosophers are saying, even if they go much too far. So, logical positivism is wrong, but the idea that you should have some way of testing what you believe to be true sounds right. At least, you should have good reasons for believing it. And, despite Popper, scientists do look for positive evidence in favour of their hypotheses rather than just seek to falsify them. The microwave background radiation – a radiation bathing the whole universe at a temperature of three degrees above absolute zero – is evidence in favour of the Big Bang. It doesn’t prove it or ‘verify’ it. But it counts in its favour. Since the main rival to the Big Bang theory, the so-called steady state theory, couldn’t explain it, and it fitted very neatly into the Big Bang theory, it counted as very strong confirmation for the community of cosmologists.
Something scientists also tend to believe is that old theories aren’t simply ‘overthrown’ as I naïvely put it above. They usually remain as good approximations. You can put a man on the moon using Newton’s mechanics. Einstein’s theories are more accurate but only come into their own when speeds approach that of light and gravitational forces are very large – as in black holes, for example.

It is in the realm of explanation, which I referred to above, that we might see science and theology (the study of God) as doing something similar. This is because ‘God’ is invoked by religious believers to explain things – why we are here and so on - just as a scientific theory is invoked to explain things in the natural world.
2. God as an Explanation

The first thing to note is that the explanations are of different kinds. And they don’t necessarily exclude each other. God provides a personal explanation for something. Science provides an explanation in terms of scientific laws. So if I go and put the kettle on, there will be a scientific explanation of why the water boils in terms of bubbles forming and growing as the temperature rises and percolating upwards. But there is also the explanation that I want a cup of tea!
Now let’s think about an explanation for why we are here in the first place. Why am I here? Scientifically there is a story about a particular sperm hitting a particular egg and making me. There’s also a personal story about my parents loving each other and wanting to share that love with a third person who reflects something of each of them. But we can take it back much further. Scientifically we are here because we are descended from our ancient ancestors and their predecessors. We are descended from simpler animals and ultimately from bacteria floating around in the primordial soup. The earth is here because matter collapsed due to gravity to form the sun and solar system. They are here because the universe started with a Big Bang and as the universe expanded galaxies and stars began to form.
We can see that scientific explanations are beginning to run out at this point. Indeed the whole story is open to a personal explanation as well as a scientific one. In fact the scientific explanation isn’t really answering the ‘why’ question at all. It is only answering the question ‘How did we come to be here?’ So God and evolution are not rival explanations. Rival ‘scientific’ explanations would be ‘Human beings evolved through natural selection’ and ‘All animals were individually and separately created directly from the dust of the ground’.
 But rival explanations for why there is a universe at all would be ‘God made it’ or ‘It just is and wasn’t created by anybody’ or ‘It’s some kind of gigantic accident’. The first of these is a personal explanation; the other two aren’t personal explanations, but neither are they scientific ones! They could be described as ‘atheistic’ as opposed to ‘theistic’ explanations. So the rivals now are theism (‘God exists’) and atheism (‘There is no God’) and not ‘God or evolution’.
The explanation that God provides to all these questions goes like this. I’m thinking of the Christian God, but most of what I say for the time being applies equally to the God of Judaism and of Islam. Indeed most members of these religions would believe that they are worshipping the same God, even if they say some different things about him (which I shall come to in a moment). Having said that, let’s proceed.

God as understood by Christians created the universe with intentions and purposes. He is eternal, all-powerful, all-good, all-knowing. Out of his overflowing love and creativity he made the universe. He intended it to produce creatures like us within it who would be able to contemplate his handiwork and who would be able to have a personal relationship with him. His purpose was that those creatures would love him and their neighbours and would take care of the world he had made. They might not have done that very well, but that was God’s intention.
This idea of God explains why the universe is here and it explains why the universe produces human beings after its 13.7 billion year evolution from the Big Bang. Indeed the more we go into particulars about what is required in the way the universe is set up to produce humans, the more it seems that God explains and the harder a struggle atheism seems to have. For in order for the universe to produce life at all, the conditions at the very beginning of the Big Bang had to be very special; and the forces of nature, masses of all the fundamental particles, etc, also had to be very special. If you change these things by the smallest amount the universe will be dead and boring, not fantastically intricate and life-producing as it is. For example, if the force that binds atomic nuclei together were to be ever so slightly different there would be no carbon and no oxygen in the universe. These elements are made inside stars by nuclear reactions and are essential for life. The special way in which these reactions are set up to occur was discovered by the atheist astrophysicist Sir Fred Hoyle. The discovery led him to remark that ‘a superintellect has monkeyed with physics, as well as with chemistry and biology, and there are no blind forces worth speaking about in nature’. Hoyle’s ‘superintellect’ sounds a bit like God to me!
One could list a whole lot more features of the universe we inhabit which God explains and atheism either has to say are ‘just there’ (or maybe aren’t, we’ve invented them!) or are the result of some cosmic accident. Examples include why we are in a universe with moral values (why good and evil, right and wrong mean something), and people’s religious experience of God or some divine presence. It even explains why we can do science in the first place!
From what I have said so far, it looks as though theism – the existence of God – can provide explanations for why things exist and why they are as they are. That’s clearly different from a scientific explanation. But can this idea of God be tested in any more tangible way? That would make God more like a scientific hypothesis.
One problem is that, if one reads the Bible, it tells us that we shouldn’t put God to the test! And of course, God is not amenable to testing in the way a rat in a laboratory is. Even humans aren’t testable in that sense of course. Sometimes it’s said that faith is belief without evidence. That isn’t true. Faith in God is much more like the faith I have in my wife. I believe she loves me (in fact I have good evidence for that!). But if I were to keep laying traps to see if she really does, that wouldn’t make for a happy marriage! Faith is much more like marriage than it is about believing without evidence.

Having said that, one of the questions one needs to ask about God is whether he actually does anything in the world as opposed to just setting it up. If he does maybe one can know about it? This is where one of the major differences between the religions comes in, namely their historical origins. The Christian faith is centred round the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. When people ask a Christian what God is like, he or she could give the kind of abstract answer we’ve been talking about: the eternal, omnipotent and omniscient creator of the universe. That would be true, but a much more genuinely Christian answer would be ‘Look at Jesus Christ. That is what God is like.’ 
And so this is where it would be good to look for evidence. However, that evidence is not scientific but historical. It needs the methods of historical research to investigate it. Science can’t exclude an event like the resurrection of Jesus from the dead because science just describes the normal regularities of the world. But it still needs some evidence to back up the claim that someone rose from the dead! As it happens that evidence is very powerful: the empty tomb; the many appearances of Jesus alive after his death; the spread of Christianity started by a handful of disciples who fled from the crucifixion scared to death themselves and completely disillusioned. That just begins what needs to be a much fuller analysis but it shows that in principle historical claims can be ‘confirmed’ in a similar way to scientific ones – or falsified if, for example, someone were to come up with compelling evidence that they had discovered Jesus’ bones or that the disciples were involved in some kind of deception.
To sum up, science can never prove that God exists or that he doesn’t exist. It can’t prove anything! Scientific explanation and theistic explanation are different kinds of explanation, but there are some similarities. Thus, evidence cannot prove or verify a scientific theory but it can confirm it in the sense of make it more probably true. The same is true of evidence for theistic belief. Some of the evidence for the latter comes from the very existence of the universe and the way it is set up – as described by science. Other kinds of evidence also exist: from the existence of morality, of religious experience, and, most of all perhaps, from history. At the very least science and religion can live quite happily together because they are not competitors!
� Incidentally, some Christians mistakenly deny the theory of evolution because they think the early chapters of the book of Genesis have to be taken literally, rather than as telling us the truth about God and his creation through the use of symbolic stories.
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