Where Else Shall We Go?

Chapter Two: Materialism
DAY 1
Christian: So you would call yourself a materialist?

Materialist: I could, but the word is so easily misunderstood. A lot of people only use the term to refer to someone who wants to own a lot of “material goods.” ‘Materialism’ in that sense becomes synonymous with a kind of shallow, worldly greediness. And of course that’s not what I mean by the term at all.

Christian: What do you mean by the term?

Materialist: As I use the term, its root lies in the concept of matter. A materialist then is someone who believes that matter, real physical stuff, is the final and only reality of existence. In fact, I might sometimes use the term ‘physicalism’. Here again the term refers to a belief in the physical nature of all reality. Whatever is real is physical and whatever is physical is real. Whatever is material is real and whatever is real is material.

Christian: So the idea carries with it not only the affirmation of the material, physical reality, but also a denial that there is any other kind of reality, like a spiritual reality.

Materialist: Yes, that’s exactly right. I don’t think there are ghosts or gods or souls or angels or any other kind of spiritual being. There are physical things, certainly, and nothing else.

Christian: Then that means that you have to think that you can – or at least in theory could – explain all that we know from human experience purely in terms of physical, natural causes and explanations. Right?

Materialist: Yes. Actually that brings up another related term, ‘naturalism’. I think physicalists or materialists are necessarily naturalists, in the sense that we believe all things ultimately are reducible to natural causes and natural explanations. It’s a little tricky, once again, because the word I want to use has other meanings. For a lot of people, the term ‘naturalism’ or, especially ‘naturalist’, refers to environmentalism or some other kind of concern for nature. And, indeed, many people use the word that way. But that isn’t what I mean. Ironically, in fact, I find that many “naturalists” in the sense of being devout environmentalists, may not be “naturalists” in the philosophical, scientific sense at all.

Christian: What do you mean?

Materialist: Actually, I find it a bit funny, and I don’t mean to be unkind about it, but it does seem sometimes that environmentalist types get rather spiritual on us. They may believe that the earth is a spiritual being, like Gaia. Or maybe they are animists, believing that spirits dwell in the trees and the animals, and so forth. That way, perhaps, these sort of “spiritual environmentalists” get some feeling about the worth of the planet and our duties to protect the environment. That is, they want to be good to the spiritual goddess in the earth, or nurture their relationship with the ghosts that inhabit the trees or mountains. I don’t believe any of that.

Christian: The point, if I understand you right, is not to muster specific arguments against animism or belief in the earth as the goddess Gaia. You just want, in general, to stick carefully and exclusively to the belief in material being, understood in terms of material explanations.

Materialist: Exactly. Like Carl Sagan said, “The cosmos,” and I think he meant the material, measurable, physical cosmos, “is all there is, all there ever was, and all there ever will be.”

Christian: So physical matter is the only kind of reality you recognize, and material explanations are the only kind of description of reality you seek.

Materialist: Yes, but let’s say matter and energy. For electricity and gravity and magnetism are, to some people, not exactly material objects, and yet they are, in my terms, entirely natural. So I extend the concept of materialism to include what we call energy. But even here, let me insert very quickly that when I say ‘energy’ I am not slipping into some New Age jargon that simply becomes another kind of mysticism or supernaturalism. I don’t mean the “energy” of the Dao or chi or Brahman;
 I don’t mean the “energy” of crystals or pyramids; I believe in physical forces, but I don’t believe in the Force, Obiwan.

Christian: I understand. I, too, find some of the assertions of New Age spirituality rather careless. I, too, feel like I hear others speak of the “energy” of our souls or some “vibration” of space, and act like they’ve said something spiritual or mysteriously religious, though they also want to sound “scientific.”

Materialist: We seem to agree that a great deal of spiritual banter about “forces” and “energy” is just a kind of equivocation, playing with words. All I’m referring to, when I mention the “energy” of the cosmos or the “energy” of our bodies, is exactly the same thing – nothing more or less – than what I mean when I speak of the “energy” of electric lights. It refers to measurable, natural phenomena that we humans understand, manipulate, and explain in mathematical terms. Kinetic energy, for example, is simply the mass of a moving object times its velocity. There is no spiritual mystery; it is only a process of nature. Thus the term ‘naturalism.’

Christian: I appreciate your clarity. And just to sort of preempt a confusion on my side, I would like to clarify the sense in which I believe in supernaturalism. That’s the term I think you used, isn’t it.

Materialist: Yes I did, in contrast to ‘naturalism’.

Christian: Yes. But here, too, I want to avoid an important misunderstanding. Because here, too, you get the feeling some folk think ‘supernatural’ refers always to something like ESP or ghosts or spirits of the dead, and such. I don’t want to argue for any of those things. When you say you’re a “naturalist,” you mean that you believe there is nothing in or out of the universe besides the natural world that we can observe and measure; when I say I’m a “supernaturalist,” I mean that I think there are some things, some real things, that are not merely part of the material, physical, measurable and “natural” order of things. Do you think that’s fair?

Materialist: Yes, that’s fine. When you talk about the supernatural, I’ll try to be fair and remember that you are not arguing for ghosts or zombies, and when I discuss forces and powers, you can recall that I’m not arguing for mysterious energies beyond what science describes in mathematical formulae and measures in describable units.

Christian: Fair enough.

Materialist: But of course the real point of the discussion is that I think you’re wrong. Even accepting that you are not going to give me ghost stories, I still find it superfluous at best, and utterly confused at worst, to think we should talk about anything supernatural. The natural is all that exists.

Christian: I just don’t think that makes sense. I don’t think naturalism alone can explain the real world as we experience it.

Materialist: On the contrary, explaining the real world as we experience it is precisely where naturalism excels. For the naturalistic process for understanding the real world is what we call science, and it is a remarkably successful tool for explaining what we experience. All the information we gather through our five sense, and even from beyond our five senses – hinting here at the way telescopes extend our vision, molecular models go beyond what we smell and taste, and so forth – all this information is gathered by careful measurement, corroborated by independent research, written into precise mathematical formulae, and finally applied in a wide and tremendously successful range of technologies that we all use every day. I would venture to say that you yourself use this science ceaselessly and automatically. It seems hypocritical to me for someone to accept the benefits of all that study and technology while disclaiming it as a powerful tool for understanding reality.

Christian: I’m not sure that’s quite fair.

Materialist: What’s unfair? It seems to me that the whole problem is that supernaturalism wants to replace scientific understanding with all kinds of mystery and superstition. No, witches do not cast spells, but at most they administer herbs. No, demons do not possess the weak, but rather brain chemistry makes people act strange. No, prayer does not change the world, there are no miracles, no magic, no mystical auras or chakras, except insofar as these things are measurable forces in muscles or statistical tendencies of the human brain.

Christian: Seems to me you may already be going back on your promise. I haven’t said anything about witches or demons or magic or chakras. You are writing things into my supernaturalism that I don’t have to defend.

Materialist: OK. Sorry. But the point is indeed that scientific explanation is clearly better than appeals to miracles or superstition. What we see and know can be explained by other things we see and know, and not by things beyond the world of matter and measurement. After all, what could even finally verify miracles? How could we test them? How does one check to see if one has gotten the superstitious “explanation” right? Scientific investigation explains the world we experience by employing repeatable, observational processes and experimental evidence, along with the human rationality evident in mathematics. Instead of human reason, human observation and precise measurement, supernaturalism is left only with appeals to authority and folk tales.

Christian: Strangely, perhaps, I really don’t disagree very much. My major objection to what you’ve been saying so far is that, as I said, you may be painting me as believing in things that I do not feel committed to as a supernaturalist. Yes, I believe that there is more to reality than matter in motion, but I don’t think that immediately commits me to belief in witches or miracles or the authority of scripture. So, again, you’re being a little unfair. Let me argue only for supernaturalism, and if I want later to argue for specific miracles or authority, let that be another matter.

Materialist: OK, but… 

Christian: And I think I got your point about scientific method and measurement and its value and validity. And part of my point is that, by believing in supernaturalism, I do not really have to disagree with much of what you said. Perhaps some forms of supernaturalism will totally deny or devalue scientific study, but it does not seem to me that that is a necessary part of supernaturalism.

Materialist: What do you mean?

Christian: I mean that I think you are mostly right. Yes, some forms of supernaturalism intrinsically deny the value of science, but I agree with you that they’re wrong to do so. One classic example is Christian Science. At least generally, one finds in the teachings of Mary Baker Eddy – and others that follow her – the idea that disease and illness are truly matters of spiritual health, not physical health. They advocate – if I understand them properly – the idea that one need not rely on medical science. Rather, one should attempt to heal oneself with faith and prayer. These things take the place of medicine and medical technology.

Materialist: So in fact, ironically enough, Christian Science is not very scientific.

Christian: Ironically enough, I don’t think it’s very Christian, either. But that’s a different argument.

Materialist: So you agree that supernaturalism, especially religion, is anti-science.

Christian: I agree that it can be. Indeed, there are, as you suggest, religions that largely deny the value of sensory evidence and are very suspicious of the whole sensory world. You might already know that there were some very impressive developments in medical study and mathematics in India in ancient times, but the reigning philosophies tended to be Gnostic.

Materialist: Gnostic?

Christian:  I might be misapplying the term, because I’m borrowing it from its Greek context. The Gnosticism of the Greeks – which, by the way, was indeed picked up by some Christian and Jewish movements – tended to think of the physical world as somehow inherently evil. There were all kinds of speculations in Greek and Roman Gnosticism about how the created world had fallen away from the pure spiritual reality of higher beings, until, quite unfortunately, the physical world we see and touch could only be considered a distraction from a deeper and truer spirituality beyond us. Thus, they said, real truth, real knowledge of transcendent reality, would be an insight or a kind of special knowledge for the enlightened few. That’s what the word ‘gnosis’ referred to, the special enlightened knowledge of the spiritual elite.

Materialist: And you were saying that religion in India is similarly Gnostic?

Christian: Sometimes, maybe even often. It just seems to me that, around the 6th century BCE in India, the philosophical trend was indeed to search for enlightenment by renunciation and withdrawal from the world of sensation. Meditation, not study of the physical world and its causal regularities, was the way to find liberation. Metaphysically – if that word isn’t unfair – the philosophies of India that went this route declared that the higher or purer reality was a spiritual reality somehow behind or within things, especially living things. This reality of the soul – the Atman of the Upanishads, the jiva of Jainism – suggests that we should abandon attachment to the flesh and bone of life, even to the individuality of the mind, and to find instead a detached, non-physical – even anti-physical – purity beyond the sense realms. For Buddhism, of course, it was different, since the Buddha explicitly denied the existence of some inner, non-physical substance. But his point was still other-worldly insofar as it still preached the need for renunciation and denial of sensory attachments. And, unless I’m really mistaken, you just don’t find in any of these metaphysical philosophies much basis for or development of science once they find their strong reason for renouncing the value of the physical world.

Materialist: But you want to claim that not all supernaturalistic philosophies have this tendency toward renunciation of the sensory world?

Christian: Heavens, no. Both the Christian and the Islamic empires had great respect – at different times, anyway – for scientific inquiry, and they both – perhaps especially the Muslims – made great use of empirical study. And again, that’s not to say that there were no discoveries from India; I could enumerate some. But the point is that for the Muslims and Christians, the study of nature was totally consistent with their belief in God. In fact, it was in some ways required by their belief in God. Look at Mendel or Avicenna, or even Newton. It was precisely the belief that God had created a world of objective and rational order that inspired scientists of Islamic and Christian backgrounds to study and test and discover within nature her remarkable secrets.

Materialist: Why then is there all the classic antagonism between religion and science?

Christian: Don’t get me wrong. I’m not for a second defending everything the historical religions have done in their relations with what you might call “modern science.” We all hear about how bad “the Church” was to Galileo.OK; although in fact I think you’d find there was more to the politics of that event than religion.
 I think the “Monkey Trial” is a better example – or a worse example, if you please, of the Christian attitude. So, yes, there have been some strong antagonisms between the religious and the scientific, and perhaps often the theists have been on the losing side. But my point is that there doesn’t need to be any general antagonism between scientific study and supernaturalism. Some kinds of supernaturalism, if they assert the objectivity and value of the natural world and of the rational mind, can be quite strong in defending and advancing scientific study. The supernaturalists have, at times, forgotten this and made grave mistakes. But at least for our conversation, yours and mine, I would like to assert that I am a supernaturalist, and yet I totally and thoroughly accept science and measurement and technology.

Materialist: So you’re willing to agree that science and technology are the right way of understanding reality, and the any “supernaturalism” that stifles the development of science is a mistake?

Christian: No, I wouldn’t say that; I’d be more cautious in my statement. But I’m generally willing to say that your use and enjoyment of science and technology, and even your hopeful optimism about all the success that science has in describing and making useful to us the natural world – all that is well founded. All I want to argue is that careful and thoughtful “supernaturalism,” as we’re calling it, does not have to deny the value of science. Some supernaturalism does, but some supernaturalism doesn’t.

Materialist: OK, I’ll give you that for now, though I’m not sure what you have gained.

Christian: I hope that what I’ve gained is your willingness to consider that my supernaturalism does not deny what you want most out of naturalism, namely the truth and value of a system of human understanding that rightly describes almost all of the sensory world we know. You said that “any supernaturalism that stifles science is a mistake,” but I want you to admit that not all supernaturalism stifles science.

Materialist: OK. Suppose I agree – cautiously – that that might be so.

Christian: Then I will try to suggest that we can add some kind of supernaturalism to your grand view of science without losing the value of science. I might even add that your view of science is incomplete without supernaturalism.

Materialist: That I’ll have to see.

Christian: Tomorrow perhaps?

Materialist: OK. Tomorrow.

DAY 2
Materialist: So yesterday I was willing to accept provisionally that sometimes supernaturalism doesn’t resist science. Good. You even claimed that sometimes religious views can inspire science. I like that. I admit that I went back and looked up more about Mendel and Newton, I also looked up more about Galileo, and I think I see what you mean. But what if I said that supernaturalism is still a threat to science. Looking at nature purely from a naturalistic worldview is at least safer, inasmuch as we don’t even have to consider how religion or doctrines can get in the way. What do you think of that?

Christian: It’s a valuable and subtle point. You might be saying that, yes, religion doesn’t have to get in the way of scientific discovery and, yes, sometimes religion can inspire science. But sometimes it does get in the way. And for that reason, it makes sense just to leave it out of our ways of thinking. The tiger in the room might not attack me, but why not just keep the tiger outside, eh?

Materialist: Quite. Why court the threat of supernaturalism at all. Let us just still be naturalists – that is, in my scientific sense of the word.

Christian: OK. That’s a good question. I promise to try to get to it. First, though, let me reassert that you and I don’t disagree about the value and importance of science as such. Right?

Materialist: Yes. I’m not sure why we even have to say so. Indeed, it should be obvious that this is my belief, and I would doubt it more from a supernaturalist like yourself. But I hear you agree on the value of science, and I will trust you’re being honest.

Christian: Well, thanks. We disagree, then, not because I deny the value of science, but because I think it is incomplete.

Materialist: Incomplete? What does that mean? Are you merely pointing out that there are some things science has yet to explain? Listen, if your intent is merely to find a place for the supernatural in the gaps that science has yet to fill, that strikes me as a weak point. Of course the task of science – explaining the natural order of things in careful and mechanical ways – is unfinished. But it is not therefore faulty.

Christian: I agree. And happily that’s not what I mean. Nobody thinks science is finished with the task of explaining the universe. No one claims that scientists know everything or even can know everything.

Materialist: Well, I’m not sure what you mean with that last emphasis. But certainly much of what science cannot yet explain are matters science will explain in the future.

Christian: Again, I think you’re right. Or mostly. No, I don’t merely I mean to say that science is somehow inadequate because here in the 21st century it has so far failed to learn everything there is to learn. Of course I know that is not fair. In fact, I’ll argue your side by insisting that one of the great things about scientific inquiry is its open-endedness.

Materialist: Meaning?

Christian: Meaning that science is always learning, pushing for more information, receiving and checking more data. It finds new things to study and continues to find new explanations for natural phenomena. That growth is great. That open-endedness is precisely what science should be doing.

Materialist: Then what do you mean by saying it’s incomplete?

Christian: I mean that scientific inquiry does a great job of understanding the empirical world, but it is utterly unprepared to understand anything else.

Materialist: But there isn’t anything else. That’s precisely what science shows us.

Christian: Actually, no, it doesn’t show us that at all. I mean that science cannot actually prove that there is nothing beyond the empirical world. It simply assumes that there is nothing beyond the empirical world. Science does a great job of explaining natural causation and physical phenomena because that is its domain. But it goes far beyond what science can and should do when it begins to make pronouncements about the supernatural.

Materialist: But science shows there is no “supernatural.” That’s the point.

Christian: No, science assumes there is no supernatural, as it must. Try this: Let’s suppose there were a miracle, some act of God that changed the world, whether it was a miraculous healing or some plague of Moses against Egypt.

Materialist: I can’t “suppose” there were a miracle. That’s like just demanding that I believe your side.

Christian: Well, kind of. But, no, I’m not asking you to agree with me; I’m asking you to try on a thought experiment. Trust me a second. I’m still going to let you be a skeptical scientist. Indeed, I’ll insist on it. If you like, let’s suppose there were an alleged miracle.

Materialist: Right. Yes, I can do that. Suppose there were an alleged miracle…

Christian: OK. Suppose, say, Moses touches the Nile River with his staff and the water turns blood red. Now what do you say? Go ahead, be a skeptical scientist.

Materialist: I’d say there was some flood-like event that brought heavy silt into the river.

Christian: Fine. As a scientist you can say that if you want. Then, as a scientist, you can test the water for sediments, and then suppose you find there isn’t any such clay, or there was no such mudslide, or there just isn’t any such reddish soil farther upstream.

Materialist: Well, maybe it’s a plankton-like phenomenon, you know, like “red tides.”

Christian: What, in the Nile? Well, OK, maybe. So you get out your biologist and you test for it and you find out, nope, it isn’t. Then what?

Materialist: Well it has to be something like that.

Christian:  Why? Why does it have to be something like that?

Materialist: Because it isn’t nothing. Run enough tests and we’ll find out what it is.

Christian: OK. We might get back to a problem with the word ‘enough’, but for new let’s assume we do find out what it is. Suppose it’s hemoglobin.

Materialist: You mean blood? Nonsense! Now you’re just forcing the miracle on me.

Christian: No, I’m not. See, you aren’t being enough of a scientist yet. If it turned out to be blood, shouldn’t you go look for the explanation?

Materialist: Yes, fine. We discover hemoglobin, so we go upstream and look for some kind of animal slaughter. Some disaster that polluted the river with blood. So?

Christian: And what if there is no such discoverable cause?

Materialist: But there has to be.

Christian: Why does there have to be?

Materialist: Because otherwise it’s, well...

Christian: A miracle? Yes. And that’s my point. You aren’t proving something is only a natural phenomenon; you are assuming it from the outset. Indeed, that’s what drives exactly the kind of tests you run, the assumption that it has to be a natural event. And again, let me insist that that’s OK. I mean, fine, be a scientist and assume there are only natural causes, and go out there and test, test, test. You might in the end be right. But let’s also admit that a little humility might leave open the possibility that there are miracles and that your assumptions simply shut you off from understanding them.

Materialist: Yes, and what’s so bad about that?

Christian: Maybe nothing.  Maybe everything. Imagine, let’s say, there is some poor, average high school girl, maybe kind of plain, with pretty low self esteem. She just can’t imagine, let’s say, that the coolest, most handsome guy in school would ever want to date her. Then, one day, he walks up to her and starts to chat and seem friendly and, apparently, looking like he wants to ask her out. Given her assumptions, she just must believe there is some trick here. She ignores his invitation and goes to look around the corner of the hallway to see if some guys are listening and laughing at her. Nobody there. Well, then she just has to believe that he’s practicing some acting for a drama class. No, he’s not in drama. You know what, maybe in the end he really is just teasing her; but what if he isn’t?

Materialist: So, if I understand your analogy – and I’m not sure I like being compared to a low-esteem adolescent – you’re saying that if I assume there are no miracles, but only natural explanations, then I might be cutting myself off from a genuine, valuable possibility.

Christian: That’s exactly what I’m saying.

Materialist: Yes, in a way I can see that. But I don’t see how it helps. I’m not going to throw myself open to the “possibility” that there are gods in the clouds or witches in the well. That just seems foolish, at least as foolish as your teenager. It was you that said we don’t need to invite the tiger into the room.

Christian: Well, again, when you jump to “gods in the clouds” and such, you’re breaking the promise you made before. I’ve mentioned no such thing. Right now, I’m not arguing for the existence of a god in the clouds or witches in wells. I’m not even arguing for the existence of a transcendent God beyond space and time. I haven’t even really argued for the possibility of miracles. All I’m suggesting is that you have merely presumed naturalism and that you are merely choosing to limit yourself to naturalistic explanations. Science no more proves naturalism than I have so far proven supernaturalism.

Materialist: Yes, fine.  Suppose for now that I accept your claim that I have merely assumed that there are no supernatural events or beings. I haven’t proven naturalism; I’ve assumed it. And perhaps, as you say, I have “cut myself off” from some kind of possibility. Isn’t it also true that you, the supernaturalist, might have simply opened yourself to foolishness and gullibility by having the tiger in the room?

Christian: Yes, indeed. That is possible.

Materialist: Then I just don’t see how all this discussion helps. One can assume that supernatural explanations are possible, or one can assume they aren’t. It appears we are at an impasse.

Christian: That depends, then, on which assumption is more valuable, more revealing, more fruitful. I think your own scientific reasoning would agree that we have to consider which of two assumptions has the most explanatory power for the phenomena we observe.

Materialist: Ah, yes. I see where we’re going. And actually, I like this tack very much. We two make different assumptions – mine that there is nothing beyond the physical and measurable, yours that there is indeed something beyond – and we have yet to consider which assumption is best. And here, I think I have quite a strong argument.

Christian: So do I. I mean, yes, I think you do have a strong argument, but can we hear it tomorrow?

Materialist: Yes, fine.

DAY 3
Materialist: So I agreed yesterday that I assume naturalism, I don’t prove it. Today, I am happy with that confession. But we then agreed that we have to consider if such an assumption is in fact useful. And I am quite willing to argue that it is. I mean, look again at the history of science and how the desire to find naturalistic explanations has, in fact, led to many, many discoveries of causes and effects. Those discoveries are then followed by technological developments built on those causes and effects, all leading to better and better lives for all affected. Isn’t that true?

Christian: I don’t think I can disagree with any of that. In fact, what is great about my assumption is that I don’t have to deny the evidence of yours in the slightest.

Materialist: Then I don’t see what we’re disagreeing about.

Christian: We do not disagree about the fact that modern science has made great advances. I will even allow provisionally that those advances have made life “better and better,” although I think that could be a problem for your worldview. But I can argue that your naturalist assumptions, successful as they are, leave you short of explaining a large portion of human experience and human life, aspects of human life that indeed you accept.

Materialist: I don’t think I even know what you mean by that.

Christian: It’s this: I propose to argue that your assumption works very, very well, but in a limited arena of human experience. I’ll suggest that there are areas of human experience that the supernaturalist assumption allows us to explain better than the naturalist assumption does. And I suggest that these are areas of human experience that you do indeed value and apply on a daily basis.

Materialist: Like what?

Christian: Well, first, I don’t think your materialist assumptions allow you even to explain the material world.

Materialist: How so?

Christian: From the basic “First Cause” argument. You know it, I suppose. From Aristotle, through the Islamic philosophers to Aquinas, and on to modern cosmological arguments, many thinkers have argued that the world of causation must point beyond itself to something outside the world of causation. Without troubling about the detail, we could argue simply that the same material causation that you assume when doing science only suggests that there are causes of causes of causes. But, to sound like Aquinas, that chain of causes can’t be infinite, so there must be a “first cause,” which is itself uncaused. The “uncaused cause” of the material universe must be, in some sense, beyond and outside the material universe, not capable of being understood in the same material, causal terms. So the causal, material character of the physical universe points beyond itself to something non-natural, or, indeed, supernatural.

Materialist: I know the basic argument, but I also know its flaws. I can enumerate them. Detractors have argued 1) that there is no obvious reason why there can’t be an infinite series of causes; 2) that the material world itself might be the “uncaused” being; and 3) that even if there were a “first cause,” there is no reason it has to be something you’d recognize as “God.”

Christian: Right. I expected something like these objections. Actually, I think the second and third are really two aspects of the same point. That is, they are both really asking what kind of “eternal being” we might be talking about. In answer to the third point, I might for now be quite happy to accept the objection. I am happy for now to avoid the word ‘God’; you might have noticed, in fact, that in my formulation of the argument I didn’t use it. I only called it “the supernatural.” So I’ll give you “Objection 3” and try to deal with “Objection #2,” asking namely whether the natural universe could be the “uncaused cause,” which, I think, pretty clearly it can’t be.

Materialist: Because?

Christian: Richard Taylor
 has argued, I think, that if the whole universe consisted of only one particle of sand traveling through space, it would be reasonable to argue that there must have been a cause behind that action, since there is nothing intrinsic in such activities to explain why a grain of sand is moving. Everything we know of sand grains tells us that they do not move themselves, and so it is reasonable to expect that there must be a sand-grain-mover. OK?

Materialist: OK. I have a response in mind, but I’ll let you finish.

Christian: Thanks. Then we say that if the universe were two grains of sand flying through space, maybe once in the universe’s history bumping into one another, that, too, would require an outside mover. And then if the universe were three grains of sand, or a thousand, or a billion, billion, billion, the argument is still the same. It is reasonable to say that the material universe needs an outside cause for its motion, regardless of how many sand grains there may be. And to deny this argument seems to be a prejudice based on being impressed by bigness. More and more grains of sand are still just grains of sand.

Materialist: I actually don’t deny that argument. It makes some sense, and I don’t think I want to admit any “size prejudice.” But it seems to me easy enough to imagine that a grain of sand has just always, forever and ever, eternally, been moving through space. Simply to assert that it needed a beginning is to beg the question.

Christian: Well, maybe. But then – again, going back to Aristotle – many philosophers have said that the issue isn’t just about a beginning in time. It’s about the fact that moving sand grains are simply contingent events. There is nothing in the concept of moving sand grains that suggests a complete explanation of its own existence and motion. All the evidence of your own science indicates that sand grains move because they are moved by another force. If you’re going to use your naturalistic explanations, as you claim you do, then you have to stop right there. You cannot explain the moving sand grain in the one-sand-grain universe.

Materialist: Alright. Sure. I could not explain that universe. But perhaps it is only in our own universe that every sand grain is dependent on a mover. But if the whole universe were the one sand grain – as you propose – it is quite conceivable that sand grains are just necessarily eternally moving.

Christian: But at that point, I suggest, you have just stopped talking sense, certainly stopped talking sense in any scientific way.

Materialist: How so?

Christian: Because now we’ve got another universe with a moving sand grain isn’t really a moving sand grain. It is somehow unlike everything we know of sand. This “sand” was never ground down from stone. It was never apparently composed of material elements. It was never flung into motion by wind or wave. Gosh, what is it? It just can’t be a moving grain of sand in any sense of the word we understand.

Materialist: You’re the one that invented the scenario.

Christian: Yes. But my point was to emphasize that even this very simple notion of a universe forces us to ask how it got that way. And adding a billion more grains of sand – or atoms or subatomic particles – doesn’t help.

Materialist: So, you’re arguing that – to stop this silly sand-grain example – even if I could, using scientific evidence, explain how atoms or various forces work in our universe, I cannot explain how they become a universe.

Christian: Yes. And I’ll make it tougher. Suppose we had evidence – again, using your own science – that the grain of sand did in fact start to move at some point in time?

Materialist: Back to the sand grain, eh? Fine. I’ll say that, if indeed the sand grain got started then I suppose it would have to have a starter, but I thought we were hypothesizing an eternally moving sand grain.

Christian: Well, you might like that better. But my point was that even one eternally moving grain of sand needs an explanation for its existence outside of itself. And it would be no different if the universe consisted of a billion, billion, billion sand grains. And it would be all the more evident if in fact the single sand grain, or the billions of sand grains, started moving.

Materialist: Yes. So what?

Christian: Well, that is precisely the universe we are in: essentially billions and billions of grains of sand that did in fact have a beginning. And thus your own science has to step out of the universe to explain its cause.

Materialist: But my science does in fact explain it. We call it the Big Bang.

Christian: But that term really only means that this universe had a beginning. It does not, and it cannot explain why. The universe just is contingent, but you cannot say on what.

Materialist: Sure I can. I can say that the whole mass of the universe compressed and, under that inconceivable pressure, it blew up to make the Big Bang happen.

Christian: See, but I’ve always wondered how you can assert such things, since the whole idea of pressure causing explosions is something that, by your own theory, only applies inside this universe as it now is constituted. Before this universe, there is no reason to believe that pressures build up from matter, that material pressure causes explosions, or even what words like ‘pressure’ and ‘matter’ mean. Again, all you really know is that something happened and suddenly there was this universe, with all its mass and energy just there.

Materialist: Admittedly the explanation of the Big Bang has to be more complicated that I said. Yes, fine. It wasn’t just matter and pressure. But it might have been some kind of proto-matter working through uncaused changes. Modern cosmological theories posit the existence of all kinds of qualities prior to the Big Bang: superstrings, zero-balance matter and anti-matter, vacuum fluctuations. And any of these might function with uncaused events, according to quantum theories of physics.

Christian: Yes, I know. But look at what you’ve done. You have moved from talking about the physical world of repeatable experiments on objects we can study with our senses, to talking about non-material and non-causal things. Wasn’t your whole point that you could explain everything we know in terms of causation and matter.

Materialist: Yes, fine. It seems that to explain the universe of causation and matter, I do need to talk about thing that are not dependent on causation and matter.

Christian: And that’s all I meant to say, namely that your desire to explain everything in such materialistic terms cannot explain itself.  You must leave the realm of causation and matter to explain the universe of causation and matter.

Materialist: In a way I guess you’re right. But that hardly means there’s a God.

Christian: Again, I’m not really right now trying to argue that there is a God. I’m trying to show you that your claim to materialistic explanation of everything is inadequate. It can’t explain the material universe itself.

Materialist: Fine. Let us suppose you’re right. I’m not sure that means my view is therefore in any kind of philosophical trouble.

Christian: Well, if you’re willing to admit that your materialism has at least this weakness, admit that it must leave materialism behind to explain the material universe, this seems to me to open the door to a general sense of the supernatural, or perhaps the super-material.

Materialist: Perhaps, perhaps. I suppose I have less objection to the “super-material” than to the “supernatural.”

Christian: I’m OK with that. But remember that I am not referring to any popular notion of ‘supernatural’, and I suspect you may be giving up more than you realize by accepting even the “super-material.” But let’s go on and see.

Materialist: OK. Let me accept the existence of the super-material for now. I’ll think about it overnight and see if I’ve really given up anything significant.

Christian: Till tomorrow then?

Materialist: Till tomorrow.

DAY 4
Materialist: From yesterday’s talk, I gathered that you believe I have to appeal to something that is beyond the natural universe to talk about the natural universe. Suppose I agree, in the broadest possible terms, that there is some basic reality that stands behind the causation of the universe. Now what? I still don’t think you’ve shown there is a God.

Christian: No, I haven’t. Nor did I intend to. I only intended to show you a limitation of your own theory.

Materialist: And again, so now what?

Christian: Now, if you are willing to admit that opening, I’ll go on to the Design Argument.

Materialist: Do you mean the old “watchmaker argument” that claims there must be a God because the universe and life on earth show such balance and order? “Design implies designer,” I suppose you’d say, and since the universe and this planet especially show evidence of design, there must be a Designer, i.e., a creator mind.  Is that the argument?

Christian: Yes, something like it anyway.

Materialist: But again, I know that argument and I know its weaknesses. For example, it is the whole point of the remarkably successful explanatory power of Darwinian theory that the apparent design of this world can be explained mechanically, as material causes. Random variation of genetic material, plus natural selection, explain entirely the vast amount of biological diversity on this planet and its perfect adaptation to its environment. One doesn’t need any “divine designer” here.

Christian: Well, whether or not this theory “explains entirely” the world we see may be open to some debate. But, overall, I will not argue with you the details of the Darwinian theory. In fact, I think that the whole strength of this theory is precisely that it offers a reasonable alternative to the appeal to divine design. I mean, if Darwin or some other theorists had set out primarily to find some way to explain the apparent design of nature with some theory of mechanism, this is it. And it is, as you say, a very successful theory.

Materialist: Then you concede?

Christian: Concede what?  That there is a possible alternative?  Sure.  Most of the conversations I have are about conceivable alternatives. The problem for us isn’t really whether or not Darwinism is a conceivable alternative to theistic design, but whether it really is the most likely or the best explanation for the complexity of the world we know. You have to admit, that the point of the Design Argument is to stress that, even if some alternative explanations are reasonable for explaining some simple systems that look designed, the more complex the system the less likely the mechanical explanation becomes.

Materialist: What do you mean?

Christian: Only that a mechanical, unguided explanation for something simple is just easier to believe than such an explanation of something very complex. A lump of sand on the beach might in fact be the result of waves piling up the sand, though it might also be the result of some child’s sand castle project. It might even be the aftermath of a very complicated sand sculpture that was left to weather. Maybe any one of these explanations is equally possible. But if we come across a detailed sand castle, it really can’t be explained just any way. And that’s because the sand castle is enormously complex, compared to the lump of sand. And if we were to come across some prize-winning sand sculpture, attributing the complexity of such an effect to waves and wind becomes rather unbelievable. So the more complex the object we’re trying to explain, the less likely it is that the explanation can be mechanical

Materialist: In a sense, that’s true. I have no problem admitting that. But that’s the beauty of Darwinian theory: it is a complex mechanical system capable of explaining a complex result. As Richard Dawkins has pointed out,
 it isn’t as though evolutionary theory tries to explain the complexity of DNA with the old “monkeys at typewriters” story. Evolution doesn’t mean that a beaker of chemicals got shaken up and out popped DNA. That would be impossible! But because natural selection “selects” those organisms for survival that fit into their environment, DNA can develop by what Dawkins calls “cumulative selection.” Again, no designer. Or, to use his phrase, the watchmaker is blind.

Christian: Yes, I know the argument, but I do think there are some problems with it. I don’t think it’s fair, for example, that his only explanation for the way natural selection works is to compare it to a system – his sentence-selecting program – that, in fact, has programmed into it a planned, or target sentence. Nature has no “targets,” unless of course there’s a God.

Materialist: But Dawkins notes that a selection of random changes in, let’s say, a symmetrical pattern, shows a development without…

Christian: You know, that’s fine. I don’t like to interrupt, but let me just insist that I’m not really arguing about whether you or Dawkins or Darwin has a possible rejoinder. I know you do. And that’s good. My point again is not to argue whether or not there might be a mechanism for slowly selecting developmental stages of organisms, but whether or not that is a likely explanation, at least all by itself. I mean, my point about DNA doesn’t have to be that cumulative selection is impossible, but only that it is rather unlikely. Or, some theistic critics of evolution would note that developmental mutations are very rare, and that a concatenation of developmental mutations – the usual example being about the bird wing which must evolve the detail of feathers, the hollowness of bones and the extraordinary strength of breast muscle and more all at the same time – just seems astronomically improbable. The more we find collections of details and complexity – something modern science, by the way, is constantly discovering – the more we might conclude that an unguided, “blind” system of mechanics is an unlikely explanation for what we see.

Materialist: “Likelihood” of the evolutionary process seems to me an irrelevant point, though, for two reasons. First, we might wonder, “Likely as compared to what?” We cannot, for contrast, speak of the likelihood of divine creation or divine design. How can a divine action be “likely” in any sense at all? And second, the whole beauty of the explanation by natural selection is that astronomical unlikelihood is overcome by geologic time periods. It may seem like a one-in-a-million chance that the bird wing can evolve, but there have been millions and millions of years for it to happen.

Christian: Well, I think there is some sense to talking about the “likelihood” of divine design. That, to parody your phrase, is the beauty of the analogy of the watchmaker, or better yet, the sand-castle-maker. Yes, there are some forms of sand on the beach that might be the result of wave action, but it is just “more likely” that a sand castle is the work of some agent. And as for the other point, well, I confess that I find it part of the illogicity of the naturalist argument that people seem to think that if there’s enough time then anything could evolve.

Materialist: What’s so illogical about that?

Christian: Seems to me that if you’re just going to declare that “with enough time” anything can happen, then there’s no reason to avoid the monkeys-pounding-at-typewriters story. I think even Dawkins admits in this denial of the monkeys image that there are just astronomical improbabilities for which “enough time” doesn’t work. Or, if you insist on sticking to the idea that “enough time” means that whatever we’re looking for simply must appear sooner or later, then I think you’re just begging the question.

Materialist: Why is that?

Christian: Because, if you’re just saying that “enough time” is the answer to how chemicals mix together to become life, then you are merely assuming the sufficiency of the natural mechanism.  The word ‘enough’ presumes the completion of the event, when in fact we’re trying to ask if there even can be “enough time.” I mean, would you say that with enough time a pickle can become an elephant?

Materialist: Of course not. That’s nonsense, and no Darwinian scientist suggests such nonsense.

Christian: What if there were trillions of years for it to happen?

Materialist: No. And it is unfair of you to suggest I would defend such a view.

Christian: But that’s my point. Simply adding time doesn’t make something possible or likely. Do you really think that, with enough time, monkeys banging at typewriters could create the works of Shakespeare? The works of Shakespeare are, after all, only a matter of the arrangement of letters.

Materialist: Well, yes, that is true. But Dawkins’ argument admits that such a genuinely random arrangement of parts is, er, well…

Christian: Unlikely? Yes, that’s part of the point. Any such arrangement is only a matter of how many chances it takes and how many chances we’ve had. And the problem with talking about “enough time” is not exactly that it’s illogical. It’s trivial.

Materialist: What do you mean?
Christian: I mean that when one says that “with enough time” any kind of evolution could occur, well, it just assumes that “enough” means any kind of evolution could occur. It’s really like saying, “Given the conditions for any kind of evolution to occur, any kind of evolution can occur.” Well, yes. But that isn’t saying anything about reality.

Materialist: Of course we are describing reality precisely because we are describing the kind of evolution that in fact has occurred. We see its product right here in front of us.

Christian: But that’s the circularity: You see that the human brain or the bird’s wing exists and so you conclude there must have been “enough time” for it to evolve, only because you assume it did evolve. You have no separate data to show how fast positive mutation occurs or speciation becomes distinct. You have no way to decide if indeed there has been “enough time” for evolution to occur into the species we in fact see, but you must assume it was “enough time” because you assume it did in fact evolve into the species we see.

Materialist: Now you’ve just confused me. I’m only arguing that with the proper system of physical explanation and with enough time – I know you don’t like the term – for it to occur, we can explain the living, breathing “design” of this world without appeal to a designing mind. It appears to me you’ve practically admitted it. Maybe I don’t know how much time it should “likely” take for species to evolve, but, you have to admit, they could evolve “with enough time.”  And it has been a long, long time. And, notably, you can’t say there hasn’t been “enough time.”

Christian: I know; and in a sense, that’s fine with me. I confess that I don’t know if I need to argue that the evolution of new species is impossible or even for sure that there hasn’t been “enough time” to make gradual changes within a species so cumulative that it becomes a separate species. I only want to show – for now, anyway – that there is a kind of circularity in your argument. OK, it can happen without divine design given “enough time,” and you would claim there’s been enough time because it happened. You do see the circularity of that, don’t you?

Materialist: Yes, I suppose so. But that doesn’t falsify the possibility, does it?

Christian: No, perhaps not.  But I think my argument does suggest that your scientific and rational procedures are perhaps not as honest and open to discussion as you would like. As much as you wanted to insist that somehow the materialist explanation was the open and honest one, the non-dogmatic one, I think we can argue that there is more dogma here than it seems.

Materialist: I don’t like the term ‘dogma’. And it still seems to me a heck of a lot more “open,” if that’s the word, than believing that witches make cattle die or gods rule the motion of the planets.

Christian: There you go again, throwing up examples unfairly.

Materialist: Sorry. But maybe you were unfair in the use of the term ‘dogma’.

Christian: Fine. Sorry. But let’s admit that you have specific assumptions that predetermine the limits of your inquiry and the kind of answers you will find.

Materialist: Hmm. I guess I can see that, but I’m not sure still if I’m willing to allow it to be some critical point of argument. Certainly, even if my approach to explaining the complexity of organic systems has some circular elements, you have not given me any more reason to believe in divine creation. And I thought the only point I had to defend was that my assumptions of natural explanations were successful. OK, I’m making a whole truckload of assumptions. But they’re quite good assumptions.

Christian: OK.  But then let me illustrate further with the way the Design Argument has been extended. It is not only the development of complex organisms and biological symbioses that some find to be evidence of divine design. It is noted sometimes that even the preconditions for there to be life on a planet are rather remote and detailed. For example, life could only exist on planets around certain kinds of stars. Most stars are too old or too young, too hot or too cold or too erratic in their burning for there to be planets that even could have life. Indeed, unless I’m mistaken, it is unlikely that most stars have planets at all, at least ones that have stable orbits for the billions of years it would take – as you yourself insist – for life to evolve. Some even suggest that life could only evolve on a planet in a very narrow range of distances from the specific kind of star – again, not too close or too far away, so that temperatures would allow there to be liquid water, rather than just vapors or ice. And of course, there would have to be water in the first place, something that is not at all likely, as we see in our own solar system. Some then suggest the planet that could develop living organisms would have to be a planet with a moon, maybe even only one moon, and necessarily a moon with large size relative to the host planet, so that it could cause tides, so that the motion of water and the mixture of chemicals could be capable of bringing all the right conditions into play to create amino acids. The moon would have to be large enough to cause and control the tilt of its host planet’s axis, so that seasons and stable climate would develop. It might even be necessary that this planet exist in a solar system with other planets, especially large outer planets, so that these bodies could suck in the sporadic meteors and comets that would otherwise hit this planet so often that any evolving life would be wiped out before it got very far. All of this is to suggest that the appearance of life – which, by the way cannot really be explained as “evolution” since there is no effective notion of natural selection for complex chemical compounds – would have to be a very, very rare phenomenon in the universe. I confess, I find the supposed equations of people like Carl Sagan that supposedly prove that life must evolve in the universe to be profoundly naïve. He should rather have admitted that the chances of such an occurrence are astronomically small.

Materialist: I don’t know if I have to defend Sagan’s supposed proofs. I can accept all your conditions and admit that the appearance of life in this universe is an astronomically small likelihood.  But…

Christian: Let me stop you there, because I want to predict what you’ll say. Ready?

Materialist: OK, what’s my argument?

Christian: Easy. One can admit an astronomically small likelihood of life appearing in the universe if one also accepts that there are an astronomically large number of attempts. Right?

Materialist: Exactly. Even if the chances of the appearance of life are one chance in a billion billion, all you need is a billion billion suns and you’ve got your statistical likelihood.

Christian: Right. I agree. But that’s, in a sense, my point. Here we are again: Without really having any facts on what made life appear, we admit its astonishing unlikelihood and figure we must have beaten the one-in-a-kazillion odds because, well, here we are. And all we really need to have our naturalistic explanation is to say that there are enough chances of getting this unlikely occurrence. And we can be sure we have beaten the odds of that occurrence because we’re here. It’s really the same circular logic as this appeal to “enough” time. How do we know there has been enough time for evolution to occur and produce what we see?  Because we see the product. How do we know there are enough suns to make statistically acceptable the unlikelihood of life? Because we see one with life. It seems to me rather evident circular reasoning.

Materialist: Perhaps. But surely you admit that there are indeed a lot of stars…

Christian: Sure. And again, that isn’t my point. I’m not trying to say you can’t be right. Listen, here’s one more example. You probably know that one of the most recent versions of the Design Argument is to explore what some call the Anthropic Principle.

Materialist: Yes, I know it. Let me say it. The argument is that even on the level of simple physics, far outside of and before any possibility of evolution or natural selection, there is fine tuning and “design” of the universe. People say that the sheer physical forces of our universe appear in precise balances: the “coupling force” that holds atoms together couldn't be much larger or smaller, the relative masses of protons and neutrons has to be very close, and so on. Some say, there are a dozen such precise constants, and this much, I think, most scientists agree on, even atheistic ones. But some go on to emphasize that there is nothing that had to predetermine a universe to have this precise balance, and yet if the universe didn’t simply come with this balance, there could be no development of stars or galaxies or planets or heavy metals or water or, of course, life. And so some people – you, presumably – would like to argue that the universe at its most fundamental level shows evidence of detail and design, thus suggesting the existence of a designing mind. God.
  

Christian: Yes, that’s the argument. Notably, I haven’t said anything about God yet, and I am still intentionally leaving that out. But, yes, these, and I suppose other examples of the fine tuning of the universe suggest there is such detail and order in the basic structure of the universe, that it is most reasonable to believes that there is some intelligent power responsible for the design of the universe.

Materialist: Fine, I know the argument. But even here, it seems to me, the materialist and scientist have ways of explaining this precision without recourse to any “designer.” We don’t know what kind of constraints there might be on how universes form, so it might just be that universes must form like this one. But even more importantly, we don’t know how many universes there could be. And if universes simply come into being in the eternity of nothingness, perhaps a billion of them were imbalanced and chaotic. And perhaps, then, up pops this one, the one that’s just right, and so life appears in the astonishing balance. We can all be astonished. But it is still just a natural occurrence.

Christian: And here then is my same point. Indeed, you don’t know what might constrain the appearance of universes. Indeed, anything that science might find that illustrates the order and cohesiveness of this universe would only show how this one is in fact designed, and not how universes as such must be ordered. Or, if there were somehow some constraint on all possible universes, such that all universes simply must have coherent order, that would only seem to be a way of saying that somehow – in some way that science cannot imagine – universes just do have design. The alternative, then, to having order somehow still outside this universe is to claim, as you seem to want to do, that there are many, many universes, so that out of the billion billion universes it can be easy to accept that this one happens to be the one that has the right balances. And there we are again. You merely assume “enough” universes and you get the one we have. Assume enough planets and you get the one with life. Assume enough time and you get the complexity and diversity we see. Assume enough universes and you get one with the ordered physics we see around us.

Materialist: But what’s so bad about that?

Christian: Where are these universes? In what laboratory do you test them?

Materialist: Well, clearly we don’t. But we do test for the structure of subatomic particles, and we construct mathematical models of how they function.

Christian: Particles of this universe or of all universes?

Materialist: Clearly of this universe, but perhaps they are the fundamental substance of all universes.

Christian: Perhaps? Once again, we just keep coming back to untested and untestable assumptions that drive the process by which you evade the implications of an intelligent source of the universe.

Materialist: Yes, fine. I’m assuming many things. But still they seem like plausible assumptions, don’t they?

Christian: Again, I think that from my point of view, I don’t have to argue that you are definitely wrong. You may keep saying your scientific materialism is possible, as long as we keep assuming all the “enoughs.” But I want to insist that these are circular arguments and, above all, not “scientific.” They are not given with evidence or experiment, but with assumption. The whole process, therefore, is not merely the down-to-earth simplicity of empiricism, but is presumption and assertion. You might be right, and maybe it’s all explained mechanically without a designer. But I don’t think it’s explained with the tools of science that you insist you are using.

Materialist: And so what’s your point?

Christian: That even your own scientific explanation cannot explain itself. You can’t stay within your own boundaries. You would like to be a scientific materialist, but in the end you can’t stay there consistently. And meanwhile, I’ve argued that I can indeed accept science and scientific explanation where it deals with empirical matters. I’ve said from the outset that I can believe in your science while also believing that there may well be reality beyond the empirical to which the empirical can point. And in the end, it seems to me, your “science” ultimately agrees.

Materialist: How so?

Christian: By admitting that there must be “universes” or “uncaused entities” or something beyond the range of your own scientific understanding that makes your assumptions work. My “supernaturalism” allows me to live in both worlds consistently; you claim to believe only in materialism, but in fact you don’t.

Materialist: I do see that argument, though I’m not convinced that I’ve made any logical error.

Christian: Again, I’m not sure I’m saying it’s a logical error, so much as it’s an inadequacy of materialism.

Materialist: So I’ve made truth claims that I need to assume are true to get along with my understanding of the universe. And those assumptions are themselves not proven by my science. Yes. And you’re also saying that some of my assumptions involve entities that are themselves not objects of my science, not entities within my own realm of physics, matter and energy.

Christian: Exactly.

Materialist: I’ll admit the holes you’re poking in my coherent worldview, but I’m not yet ready to say it’s inadequate. Let me think about it.

DAY 5
Materialist: From all the talks we’ve had, I might be willing to admit that my naturalistic worldview isn’t as comprehensive as I thought. There’s more going on in science than just science. Suppose I concede that. How does that imply that I need actually to switch to a supernaturalist view?

Christian: Let me try to answer your question by adding one more point – no, two more points.

Materialist: Go.

Christian: Good and evil, right and wrong, direction, value, purpose.

Materialist: Doesn’t quite sound like two points. But go on. What about them?

Christian: They are not material. They are not physical. They have no mass, no size, no measurable quantity of any kind, and yet they are crucial facts about what we are and how we live. For you to be a consistent materialist, it seems to me, you would have to declare these ideas to be fantasies at best, certainly not anything real in the real world. The only reality is the physical, you have already said, and I am trying to point out that such an assumption just misses reality.

Materialist: What do you mean, it misses reality? The physical world is reality.

Christian: Exactly. You have to say “the physical world is reality,” as that is the only view consistent with your philosophy of materialism. But I am trying to point out that you just don’t live that way. You do – I bet – live with values and morals, ideals of justice and right and wrong. I suspect – go ahead and declare me wrong if you can do so honestly – that you just do function every day with these values and yet, by your own philosophy, they cannot be reality. So you live a lie every day. Your own philosophical restriction forces you to deny as “real” an aspect of life that your actions show to be reality. Do you deny that you live every day with values and morals and ideals of purpose?

Materialist: No, I don’t deny it. Are you trying to say that morality and purpose prove the existence of God?

Christian: No, I’m not saying that, at least not yet. But I am saying that they point to a universe, a reality, that your philosophy cannot support. Your philosophy is just too limited.

Materialist: Again, I do see your point.

Christian: I think if you were to try to live your philosophy consistently, you would have to deny – at least for being physically unmeasurable – all purpose and value. You end up with a kind of nihilism that, in fact, you do not live with. And to push further – this isn’t yet my second point – I think even your ideals of science are values your “scientific” philosophy assumes but cannot consistently hold.

Materialist: I have no idea what you mean.
Christian: I’m taling about your own desire to be “scientific.” Suppose I said that I agreed with you in every way, that the physical world is all that really exists, but at the same time, I like believing in God and Santa Clause and the Tooth Fairy because, well, they’re fun ideas.

Materialist: Fine. You can believe what you want, if that’s what you like, but…

Christian: But what? Why don’t you also believe in such fun ideas?

Materialist: I see what you’re trying to do…

Christian: Come on, play along. Why don’t you also “believe in” these fun ideas. Is it just that you don’t find them fun?

Materialist: Of course that’s not it. And I do see your point. I admit that I do not choose to believe in “fun ideas” just because they are “fun.” There must be more to belief than that. I think those ideas are simply false.

Christian: And what’s wrong with believing in false things?

Materialist: It’s dishonest. It’s degrading. Again, I do see where you’re going...

Christian: And what is honesty? How do you measure it in a laboratory? What physical form does it take?

Materialist: Yes, I get your point, but…

Christian: Indeed. Suppose we take a scientific example. Suppose a scientist was doing research on genetics and discovered some information that led to a view about humanity that he didn’t like. Would it be OK for him to suppress that information and continue to believe what he preferred?

Materialist: Of course not. That’s the very antithesis of doing real scientific research.

Christian: And there’s my point. Honesty and the search for truth are the very ideals that drive your materialism. And I think these are very good values, wonderful ideals. But why, given only a materialist philosophy, should someone care about truth or honesty? I mean, suppose materialism is the truth and that there really is nothing at all in the universe beyond particles in motion. Why should someone believe this? Why should someone care to see the universe that way?

Materialist: Because it’s the truth!

Christian: And because it’s important, it’s of some value, to know the truth as truth and to be honest with one’s own mental integrity?

Materialist: Yes.

Christian: Then what physical, material things are these values of integrity and honesty? How much do they weigh? How long are they? What instrument measures the value of knowing truth as truth? I think ultimately this is Nietzsche’s great error: that he denies all values and yet thinks it so great and wonderful for someone to honestly face the loss of values, as if honesty itself isn't a value.
  Be honest now and tell me, don’t you feel a little pride, a little sense of having achieved something of value just by being the honest, serious, materialistic knower of truth?

Materialist: To be frank, yes, I probably do have some sense of accomplishment, maybe even superiority, for thinking I’m seeking the honest truth, however godless and stark it may seem. I can't help thinking that people insert their gods into the material universe to find things like comfort and value and purpose. And when I am willing to look at the universe for what it is, “matter in motion,” as you say – then I do think I’m being more honest and brave than they. So what?

Christian: So you criticize the weak believers in value and purpose while you applaud your own bravery and honesty.  But aren't your bravery and honesty based on notions of value and purpose?

Materialist: Hmm. So you’re trying to point out that that any sense of superiority and accomplishment in pursuing scientific, materialistic reasoning is itself something materialism cannot support?

Christian: That’s exactly my point. You can’t be an honest materialist and be proud of being an honest materialist.

Materialist: I guess I do see that. So maybe I have to give up being so proud.

Christian: Not at all! That’s the irony. My argument is by no means to suggest that there is no value in honestly seeking truth. Indeed, I insist above all that this is a value, an intrinsic and eternal value. I would rather that you retained that pride and value, but that you see why materialism itself cannot explain value. If I’m right, then the same pride of knowing truth should push you beyond materialism to something bigger, something that recognizes values and not just matter in motion.

Materialist: I admit I like the idea of giving value to truth seeking, even if my philosophy does not explain the value of truth seeking. I’m not sure what to say to that.

Christian: Then let me just add my other point. Just as materialism assumes values it cannot explain, it seems to me that materialism assumes thinking that it cannot explain.

Materialist: You’ll have to explain what you mean by that.

Christian: I mean that your own view would have to give some kind of materialistic description of the mind, reducing mind essentially to brain and brain function. Isn’t that right?

Materialist: Yes. And I have no trouble with that. There’s a lot of research to support a materialistic view of the mind, maybe enough to eliminate altogether our old, outdated descriptions of the mind as the old “ghost in the machine.”

Christian: And I see why that is consistent with your materialistic assumptions. The “ghost” as you call it, the mind that somehow inhabits the brain, is hardly something we can measure or weigh. Or, if we must measure, we should talk about electrical charges and chemical reactions. These are brain functions, physically describable, measurable processes, and not anything so mysterious as a mind or a soul.

Materialist: Right. I think people like Paul Churchland have gone a long way toward showing why an elimination of mind-language is reasonable and even inevitable.

Christian: Well, it is not my intention here to argue in favor of some mind/body dualism. But I do want to argue that, even in the process of arguing for materialism, you and Churchland are doing something very un-materialistic.

Materialist: What’s that?

Christian: Arguing.

Materialist: I don’t get it.

Christian: When you argue with me, when you offer reasons and proofs, data and research to show that materialism is true, you are talking to me as if I am a thoughtful, rational person who, in some way, seeks to understand ideas and to believe them because they are reasonable. I’ve already argued that the desire to know truth because it’s truth does not fit materialism. Here I’m arguing a similar point: that reasoning with me as if reason yields truth also does not fit materialism.

Materialist: I don’t see why? The brain is a mechanism that reasons and finds truth. What’s the problem?

Christian: Suppose you want me to see your view and even to agree with it. Suppose then you offer words, sentences, basically noises in the air that hit my eardrums and –  what? You hope the vibrations of my eardrums and the ensuing nerve reactions in my brain cause me to believe what you say?

Materialist: I suppose I wouldn’t describe it like that, but yes, that’s the purpose of our discussion.

Christian: In fact, you should describe it like that. You must describe it like that, in order to be consistent with your own world view. But instead of trying to cause chemical reactions in my brain with the vibration of the air, wouldn’t it be more consistent of you – and possibly much more efficient – to go inside my skull with some device, or slip some good brain chemistry drug into my coffee, and thus to change my brain? What are my beliefs after all? What are all these arguments? Aren’t they just brain events, electrochemical processes in a complex physical organ between my ears? Yet you reason with me as if I am some kind of a mental being, a thinker, one who understands and reasons and maybe even wants to know truth. You give me reasons for your view, but for your view there can be no reasons, only causes.

Materialist: Well, maybe reasons can be causes.

Christian: No, that’s cheating. That’s trying to sneak in that old non-materialist mind-language just because you really realize that you need it. Be honest. There is nothing in the vibration of the air by your lungs and lips, nothing in the vibration of my eardrums by those sounds, nothing in the electrochemical reactions in my brain – nothing in all that causal reaction that constitutes a “reason” to believe materialism is true. Again, it would make a lot more sense if you’d just strap me to a table and give me a brain operation. You may cause beliefs, but you cannot give reasons to believe.

Materialist: Well, maybe some day we will just strap people down and cause the beliefs that are true. We just don’t know enough about the brain yet.

Christian: Really? That’s what you’d want to do? If you could just give me a drug and I’d wake up and agree with everything you say because chemicals made me do so, you’d be happy to give me the drug?

Materialist: Actually, no. I want to convince you that materialism is true.

Christian: Exactly. Because just as you want to be a seeker of truth, so you also, in pursuing such conversations, want me to be a seeker of truth, not merely a machine reacting to stimuli.

Materialist: I confess, it does feel that way.

Christian: So my point is not about technology. It isn’t about whether we could in fact change someone’s beliefs with chemicals and brain operations. It’s about your continued reference to truth. You want me to embrace materialism because you think it’s true. You yourself want to believe in materialism because you think it’s true, and not just because you’ve been caused to believe it. Even in your own brain, you, as a materialist, cannot say your beliefs are true, but only that those are the beliefs you have been caused to have. 

Materialist: Explain that.

Christian: Let me put it this way.  Suppose some great scientist whom you respected very much came up to you and said they had a great new procedure for going into your brain and causing in you a belief about the way, let’s say, the universe formed from superstrings. Suppose that just by adjusting a few spots in the brain, they could give you a belief about the Grand Unification Theory that you would be convinced is true. This would be caused in your brain with some chemicals and some physical adjustment of brain tissue. Would you agree?

Materialist: No.

Christian: Why not?

Materialist: Because I don’t want them mucking around in there. If their Grand Unification Theory is true then I want to know it by having it explained to me. I want to learn it.

Christian: You want to think for yourself, analyze, wonder, know.

Materialist: Yes.

Christian: And that’s what I’m saying.  Your pride – and I think it is quite proper pride – in wanting to be treated as a rational being, as a thinker and a knower, is more truly an ideal for someone like me who believes in values and thought beyond the merely causal, than it is for your materialism. You should have to admit that all the researching and studying in the world is still just another kind of causal force in the brain, and that different causal forces would effect different changes in your brain. But you don’t want to just let the scientists cause your beliefs directly because you think that somehow your own thinking and reasoning is important, that truth is not merely a matter of having chemical events caused in your brain. You want truth that is understood and known. It is like your desire to be honest: it is a right and good desire, but it is not one that materialism philosophically explains.

Materialist: I confess I’m a bit confused at this point. Are you trying to argue that any of our thinking and our desire to understand is somehow proof of the existence of God?

Christian: No. You keep jumping ahead of me. I might argue that it is some kind of evidence for the existence of something supernatural – in the sense we’ve been considering it – and that the supernatural in question might just be you yourself. I mean there is something about you being a mind and a thinker that is greater than your own science can explain. And that, I think, is why materialism fails.

Materialist: Because even the desire to know and understand the universe as an honest materialist is more than material?

Christian: Yes. Ironically, it seems to me, my supernaturalism gives me more reason to be a scientist than your science.

Materialist: I guess I do think that truth and knowledge per se have value, along with honesty and integrity of inquiry. And yet you’re arguing that these ideals are themselves not very well explained or valued just from the materialist point of view. Hmm.

Christian: That’s exactly my point.

Materialist: I guess I follow that. At least for now. I’ll have to see where this leads.

Christian: Then perhaps we can talk again tomorrow.

Materialist: Yes. Tomorrow.

DAY 6
Materialist: Now, if I understand what you’ve been arguing these last few days, you think science is good, we really do use it well to understand the physical world and to develop technologies that really do help us live better lives. You believe that reasoning is good and that honest inquiry into the physical causes of physical phenomena is valuable. But you also say that much of what I’ve just said – particularly the references to the value of science, the betterment of our lives, the importance of honesty, and so on – is something my own materialistic worldview can’t really explain. Is that right?

Christian: Yes. In fact, I’ve argued that even your best theories point beyond themselves to something immaterial. And I’ve argued that even the simple process of reasoning and argument points to a view of ourselves as something more than materialism can explain.

Materialist: OK. Suppose I accept that for now. Surely you’re not saying that all this is sufficient proof of the existence of God.

Christian: Again, no. I’ve never been arguing that. All this time I’ve only been trying to show is why I think your materialism just can’t stand up.

Materialist: In some ways I guess I’m persuaded. But I just can’t shake this feeling that if I move to some acceptance of the non-material I am opening myself up to irrationality and superstition.

Christian: You might be. I won’t deny that there are dangers. But I’m arguing that you don’t have to be opening yourself just to believing anything. You can still be rational and carefully consistent. Indeed, I’d insist on it. I try to be.

Materialist: Yes, well, I suppose you do think you’re being honest and rational. But you still might be wrong.

Christian: True enough. But even if I’m wrong and – again, this is ironical – part of my point is that I want to know truth as much as you do. In fact, I have more reason to insist on rational argument and good evidence than you do. No, this is not an argument that God exists, but it is an argument that you need to drop the assumption of empirical materialism. Your own feeling of being threatened by irrationality and superstition is actually part of my point.

Materialist: How so?

Christian: The feeling you have, that opening yourself to non-materialistic ideas threatens you with irrationality, raises two very important points evident in the simple notion of the “fear of being irrational.”

Materialist: Go on.

Christian: The first is about the fear, and it’s just the same point that I made yesterday. We fear being foolish – both of us, by the way – because we both desire to know truth and to be honest. These desires, I argued, are both good and right, but they are not very materialistic.

Materialist: OK, I’ve granted you that.

Christian: The second point is that you worry that any openness to the supernatural is immediately a threat of irrationality. But this immediate connection between the supernatural and the irrational is actually based again on the erroneous – I think I’ve shown – erroneous assumption that materialistic thinking is the only way to be rational. 

Materialist: You would say that that one can be a rational supernaturalist?

Christian: Indeed. I would say we can be open to the possibility, even the necessity, of the supernatural and have all the more reason to insist on rationality. We can use logic, we can employ our rational minds – though perhaps not repeatable experiments – and think carefully about the supernatural. Thus, if we’re careful, we do not open ourselves up to superstition, but we do open ourselves up to values, ideals, purpose, dignity, rights and, yes, maybe God. Maybe.

Materialist: And you argued before that one needn’t slip into the kind of religious supernaturalism that denies the value, or even the reality of the world around us. You really think I can be both a scientist and a supernaturalist?

Christian: In fact, I think the only way to be an honest scientist is to include ideas of non-material reality. So, yes, you can be an honest scientist and a believer in God; you just can’t be a philosophical materialist and a believer in God. For I am arguing – again, this isn’t proof of God’s existence, per se – that it is precisely by believing in God that one gains a rational basis for believing in the consistency and knowability of nature. With – and not without – a kind of supernaturalism that is open to reality beyond the physical world, one really can believe in the possibility of gaining truth with the human mind, and one finds reasons to insist on honesty and integrity in the pursuit of knowledge.

Materialist: So you may not have proven the existence of God, but you think you have proven materialism false?

Christian: I don’t know if I have proven materialism false, but I’ve tried to show how much it fails to explain itself and the world that science tries to explore. A creator concept, by contrast, can indeed explain such things and – I’ve tried to show – is not as dangerous as you fear. Thus a theistic supernaturalism offers all a materialistic scientist uses and all our humanity needs. Don’t get me wrong: believing in God is no small matter, so I can see why you might want to hesitate before jumping all the way to theism. But I also think I have shown why, to take ourselves, this world, and science itself seriously, we can’t be materialists.

Materialist: OK.
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