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Where Is God in the Equation?

From Plato to Descartes to Lieutenant Commander Data
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PASTCF Member

s there any way to verify through the
I physical sciences that God is real? A

few years ago that question would have
been considered utter nonsense and for
many people today it still remains so. Still,
the question has fascinated me for many
years. Western scientific, theological,
and philosophical systems from the time
of Socrates to the European Enlighten-
ment have in the main argued for a dual-
ist position. Dualism is the theory that the
cosmos consists of two different kinds of
substance, one material and physical, the
other spiritual and non-physical.

According to dualist theory, these
two substances interact, particularly in
conscious beings such as people,
but they are totally distinct and
different. So according to the dual-
ist understanding, human beings
consist of a body, which is physical,
and a soul, which is spiritual. God
and other divine or supernatural
beings are spiritual, not physical,
although they can also interact with
the physical world. The other two
options for understanding reality
are idealism and materialism. Both
are “monist” in that they argue that
everything in the real universe is
made of the same substance, either
mental/spiritual in idealist theory,
or physical/material in materialist
theory.

There have been some attempts
at forging a consistent idealist

theory, the most prominent being the
work of George Berkeley (1685-1753), an
Irish bishop in the Church of England.
He argued that the only true knowledge
human beings have lies completely in
their own mental perceptions of things,
and that outside of conscious perceptions,
people can’t verify any form of reality,
whether material or spiritual. In a sense,
reality consists of human perceptions.
People have confidence that there really is
a reality beyond their personal perceptions
by understanding that God’s perception
constitutes the basis for all reality. That is,
people perceive what God is perceiving.
Both Plato and René Descartes
proposed a rationalist theory of real-
ity that argued for the ultimate reality
being what the mind or human reason

can deduce using basic principles of logic.
Based on deductive reasoning from logi-
cal principles, the higher levels of reason
bring us closer to universal truth. The
level of the physical world in this kind of
understanding is the lowest level of reality,
far removed from the highest or ultimate
reality. Physical reality by this argument is
still real in a sense but is totally unreliable
as a source to discover truth.

Plato argued that the highest level
of truth is embodied in the “Good” from
which the perfect version of every real
thing ultimately emerges. While Plato did
not impute any conscious intent to the
Good, Christian Neo-Platonists such as St.
Augustine had no problem equating the
platonic Good with the Christian God.

Descartes argued that the most
reliable form of truth lies in the
realization of one’s own personal
existence, and deduced the neces-
sity of God’s existence from the
features of personal existence. He
did not argue that the mind cre-
ates or constitutes reality, but that
the physical world, which really
exists independently of the human
mind, cannot be a source of true
knowledge, which is ultimately

rational, not empirical.

Enlightenment

Since the Enlightenment, the
majority of scientists and philoso-
phers have been in the empiricist
camp, arguing that physical reality
is the starting point for all

> continues on page 5



by Robert Keefer
Nephesh & Psyche

Introduction, Three Points, No Room for a Poem

re you old enough to remember
the “introduction, three points
and a poem” sermon? This is the

introduction, the three points follow, and I
haven’t the space for a poem.

1. General Assembly

The 219th General Assembly of the
Presbyterian Church (USA) meets July
3-10, 2010 in Minneapolis, Minnesota.
Your presbyteries have probably already
elected commissioners and some of you
have begun planning to attend. Be sure to
note PASTCEF events at the Assembly!

We will have a booth in the exhibit
hall, displaying reprints from SciZechf and
with Presbyterian science-and-faith enthu-
siasts present to answer questions and talk
about the issues dear to our hearts. Please
stop by and say, “Hello.” Even better: if
you would like to spend a couple of hours
volunteering in the booth, please let me
know at <rkeefer@iowatelecom>.

The PASTCEF luncheon is Thursday,
July 8 at noon. Tickets are available from
GA ticket sales. Our speaker will be the
Rev. Dr. William Brown, who teaches
Old Testament at Columbia Theological
Seminary. His book, The Seven Pillars
of Creation, was released in January by
Oxford University Press. Walter Bruegge-
mann called it “a defining benchmark in
our ongoing work in ‘faith and science.”
Also at the lunch we will present the 2010
Dan Martin recognition (see below).

After lunch we will hold PASTCF’s
annual meeting. This is your opportunity
to hear firsthand about our work and to
provide your input to the Board.

2. Dan Martin Recognition

Nominations for the Dan Martin
recognition are due April 16th. You can
get the nomination form at <www.pastcf.
org> or from Jim Miller at jmillerl776@
gmail.com.
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What are we looking for in nominees?

A living scientist, engineer, science educa-
tor, or health professional, either active
or retired ... who is an active member of
the Presbyterian Church (USA) ... who
understands her/his scientific work as a
calling from God ... and whose faith in
God has been affected by that work.
Anyone may submit a nomination,
which should be sent to our General Mis-
sioner, Jim Miller, by April 16th so the
Board can consider and vote on them at
our board meeting later that month.
Please give prayerful thought to nomi-
nating someone you know for this recogni-
tion. I have had the privilege of meeting
many of those who have been recognized,
and have been moved by their testimony
and their sense of vocation. As a pastor,
I have often been thought of as a person
called by God. It is clear to me, however,
that God calls people to numerous sorts
of vocations (from vocare, “to call”). Our
particular corner of the Kingdom of God
wishes to recognize those who have been
called to a scientific vocation, such as
physicist, nurse, science teacher, astrono-
mer, physician, biologist, and ... the list is
nearly endless.

3. This Issue

Finally, I hope you enjoy this issue
of SciTecht. It is somewhat of a departure
from our normal format, in that it consists
largely of one paper. This paper is timely
for me, since my philosophy classes are
currently struggling with the question of
the human mind or soul. I sometimes wish
a conclusive answer were possible. Perhaps
after reading Jim Breed’s essay you will
decide that you have found that conclusive
answer. As a philosophy teacher, I have
often asserted that, although every ques-
tion has wrong answers, most of them do
not have a single right answer.

Many of my efforts as a teacher have
been to shake the students” assumptions
from their mooring to “This is the only
right answer.” Just this week we batted
around dualist, materialist, biblical, epi-
phenomenalist and Aristotelian answers to
the question, “What is the soul?” Nearly
all of them come to class assuming the
dualist answer, since that has dominated
Western thinking since Augustine wove
Plato and the Bible together. My semi-
nary teachers made it clear that nephesh
and psyche (the Hebrew and Greek words,
respectively, usually translated as “soul”)
do not necessarily mean what Plato meant.
Aristotle had his own, very interesting
ideas about the word. The world in which
you and I live offers other ideas, as Dr.
Breed suggests. You may decide to stick
with Platonic dualism, if you like, but be
sure to shake it loose from the assumption
that it is “the” answer before you do.

As always, this journal, its Editor and

the Association’s President welcome your

feedback.

Bob Keefer is pastor of Westminster Church

in Clarinda, lowa and adjunct in philosophy at
Northwest Missouri State University. He is also
asinger and enjoys acting in community theater,

Scottish Country Dance, and traveling by train.



Aren’t We Special

t the “Evolution, God, and Becoming Human” conference,

sponsored in part by PASTCEF, the closing worship service

on October 2, 2009 was led by James B. Miller, PASTCF’s
General Missioner. Dr. Miller noted, “Science and religion issues in
the church cannot remain simply a matter of ralking abour “big ideas’
be they scientific, theological, or ethical. We must also be able to self-
consciously worship in the midst of the universe that we have discov-
ered over the past centuries, a universe that we affirm God is creating
because it does not appear to be finished.”

When he looked for texts on which to base his meditation, he
saw that the lectionary readings for the Sunday following the confer-
ence were Psalm 8.1-9, Genesis 2.18-24, and Hebrews 1.1-4 and
2.5-12. “Lo and behold,” he claimed, “they were so providentially
appropriate, they made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.”
(Apparently an evolved reaction in the presence of the deeply mysteri-
ous!)

Following are two prayers from the closing worship service and
Dr. Miller’s meditation.

\\;b

Prayer of Confession

We are really special creatures Lord. Little less than Yourself.
Powerful in the Earth. Sisters and Brothers of Jesus, the Christ, who
is You incarnate. We really are something. At least some of us are. You
know, those like us. Those who share our image. Those who share our
abilities. Those who share our knowledge. Those who share our beliefs.
Those other creatures? Those other people? Well ...

What? We are to love all? Love is an active verb? As we are not
separated from your love so we cannot separate our love from others?
Other creatures? Other people? But we do ...

You go before us creating a world in love and calling us to share
in that creating. But we would rather sit in our comfortable spots,
even spots that may not be too comfortable than travel into that land
that we know not of ... the land of your future.

It would be easy ro accept your condemnation, to bask in our per-
versity, to roll in our waywardness. But you will not let us loose. You
hold ever before us a future not overcome by our past. You hold before
us hope that is not mere wishful thinking. You call us to abundant
living. We would hear and answer that call. Amen

\\;//

Prayers of the People
In the midst of a creation still in the making, we pledge to do our
share of creating ... love where there is hatred; ... hope where there
is despair; ... humility where there is arrogance; ... understanding
where there is confusion; ... knowledge where there is ignorance; ...
Justice where there is oppression; ... truthfulness where there is decep-
tion; ... mercy where there is vengeance; ... joy where there is sorrow.
In all of our living we would be conformed to the One without
whom is not anything made that is being made, the Word enfleshing,

love incarnating, even Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ. Amen

“Aren’t We Special” Dr. Miller

The texts that I am using for our worship are taken from the
Common Lectionary readings for Sunday, October 4th, two days
following our conference. They are providentially appropriate for
our subject matter, “God, Evolution and Becoming Human.”

Our Genesis text is the one focusing on the creation of Eve
but includes the creation of all the animals of the field and birds
of the air. As you remember, God judges that it is not good that
Adam be alone and sets out to create a “helpmate” for him. Before
God arrives at the idea of creating Eve, God creates all the animals
of the field and air. Each new creature is brought before Adam and
Adam gives it its name, the name that it will have forever.

Theologically, the act of naming was not simply a matter of
labeling. It was itself an act of creation. For the Hebrew peoples a
name was part of the being of a thing (a place, a plant, an animal,
a person). God giving Adam the authority to name the creatures,
was to grant him the power to help create them. Further, as the
one who gives the name, Adam also manifested authority and pro-
priety over these other creatures. Naming was a sign of dominion.

While these Genesis passages may have been first committed
to writing in or around the time of the Davidic kingdom (c. 1000
BCE), the stories that they include are much older. They seem to
reflect in the language of folklore the transformation of human
life brought on by the discovery of agriculture, the domestication
of plants and animals. Apart from the invention of writing, it is
difficult to identify a more powerful transition in human history.

Domestication significantly tamed the wild. Other creatures,
which in their relative autonomy humankind had had to hunt or
gather, were now controlled for their utility by humans. In the
wild there was a degree of parity between humans and other crea-
tures. With the discovery of agriculture these creatures became
objectified as commodities in a human economic system.

Actually, much of science is also about naming. The system-
atic work of taxonomy creates order by naming. Is there really such
a thing as a species? Or are species given reality by humankind in
the process of sorting out the diverse characteristics of individual
living things? By virtue of naming an organism (or any other
structure or process in nature) does that imply a kind of “creation”
and “possession” of that other? By naming the world in an orderly
manner humankind imputes a structure to creation, taming its
chaos or wildness. By naming we objectify the world, we distance
it from ourselves and declare a power (even if limited) over it. We
say that “knowledge is power.” Creating and bestowing a name is a
declaration of knowledge, of power.

It has been argued by some that the passages in Genesis (in
both chapters 1 and 2) portray human ascendency above the rest
of creation, a portrayal that leads to the perspective that human-
kind (to use an expression suggested by our colleague, Barb
Pursey) “walks ten feet above creation.” In terms of the theo-cos-
mology of the Psalmist, humans are declared to be “little less

> continues on page 4

SciTecht  February 2010 3



< continued from page 3

than God.” The theo-cosmology of the author of Hebrews has
been influenced by the more complex cosmology of Babylonia
and Persia. Here humans are “lower than the angels ... for a little
while” but, unlike those heavenly creatures, humans are vested
with authority over the creatures of the Earth.

The writer of Hebrews affirms that all things are under
human control but he is also realistic. He acknowledges that prior
to the End Times complete control is not evident. He goes on to
identify Jesus as the eschatological forerunner who became lower
than the angels and experienced suffering as the means to our
salvation and the pioneer of our path to glorification. Hebrews
declares that Jesus is our sibling, our brother, as a child of God.

So, at the beginning of time we are co-creators with God
of all the other animals, a sign of our authority over them. We
are declared by the psalmist to be little less than God with a
divine mandate to have dominion over the rest of creation. That
view is echoed by the author of Hebrews with the caveat that, if
such dominance does not appear to be the case at present, it will
become evident in the New Earth of the Second Coming.

But is this so? I don’t mean is the Genesis story historically
accurate? I mean is there any sense in which we can be said to have
dominion over the rest of creation? It seems to me that any rea-
sonable observation of the universe around us and what we have
discovered about the universe in the last 500 years leads us to say,
“No ... there is no sense in which we have dominion over the rest
of creation. Not even over the Earth and its creatures.”

To be sure we, Homo sapiens are remarkable creatures. We
exhibit a set of features or characteristics that even if not individu-
ally unique on Earth are not found in this combination in any
other creature. Now, these features (bipedal, upright walking;
opposable thumb; tool making; large brain with large neo-cortex;
language; culture) did not appear all at once. They emerged over
more than 5 million years. Our distant hominid relatives pos-
sessed many of these features. Our most recent hominin cousins,
the Neanderthals, possessed all of these features, perhaps even
language. Yet, Homo sapiens, are the sole survivors in this his-
tory of development. In us these features converge at such a high
level of development they invest us with exceptional power in the
world. This is power that has literally transformed the face of the
Earth for good and ill and allowed our species to actually take up
residence beyond the confines of the earth itself on other worlds
(at least for a brief time).

And yet, if T were asked to identify who is “in charge” on the
face of the Earth, I'd have to say it’s the bacteria, the prokaryotic
and eukaryotic single-celled creatures. They are ubiquitous on the
Earth, in the Earth and in the atmosphere above the Earth. They
have a lineage of almost 4 billion years. They have survived major
extinction events that at times eliminated as much as 95% of the
earthly life at the time.

Further, we live in a universe that is 13.7 billion years old and
so extensive that we cannot truly imagine how vast it is. Though
life has been present on Earth for about 4 billion years, it is esti-
mated that 99.9 percent of all species present over that period have
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become extinct and most of these before the species Homo sapiens
appeared a mere 200 thousand years ago. Did “we” have any
dominion over this cornucopia of earlier life?

We now have good reason to believe that the universe is filled
with numerous worlds. To date we have discovered more than 400
planets associated with nearby stars. In what sense can it mean
that we have “dominion” over these other worlds or any crea-
tures that may exist today beyond the Earth? Sure, if we discover
such extraterrestrial life we will certainly name it, but does such
naming place that life “under our feet?”

Further, the study of genetics and the development of evolu-
tionary science over the past 150 years suggests that the appropri-
ate description of our relationships with all life on Earth is not
that of divinely mandated regent nor the more politically correct
and bureaucratic steward. Instead it is that of kin. We are cousin
to all currently living entities on Earth.

Will any amount of cosmic time or apocalyptic change alter
these relationships? I do not think so. Both the psalmist and the
author of Hebrews shared a very small universe, one centered on
the Earth. This is not our universe.

But that said, I must admit, we are certainly smart. No other
creature on Earth does algebra (actually there are a lot of humans
who have trouble with algebra). We are the only creatures we
know that set up social structures in order to discover what the
universe is like. Still for all our smarts, it seems that the more we
discover, the more we learn that the world is still more mysteri-
ous than we thought. One scientist has proposed that “the world
is not only stranger than we imagine, it is stranger than we can
imagine.”

The Bible casts humankind as one of the two primary actors
in creation, the other being God. What we have learned about
the universe and ourselves in the past 500 years places the human
story fully in the midst of and as one part of the story of all cre-
ation, a story still being written, in large part by the creation itself.

Is this story of creation all about us, from creation to an ulti-
mate eschatological redemption? I do not think so ... but theologi-
cally, I think we can affirm without reservation that it is all about
God. In the process of creation God seems not to play favorites
but seems to delight in a multiplicity of being. Another scientist
has suggested that God has an inordinate love of beetles because
he made so many different kinds of them (about 350,000 distinct
species) and, if the speculative many-universes inflationary cos-
mology turns out to be true, it will only demonstrate that God has
an inordinate love of universes.

As the author of Hebrews declares, we Christians see God
through the lens of Jesus of Nazareth, whom we declare also to be
the Christ, the Word of God incarnate, that Word without which
is not anything made that is being made. Jesus was a Homo sapiens
and in faith we also declare that Jesus is God’s creative Word to
us, calling us with power to share with God and all other creatures
in the joy of creating that world that is always yet to come.

So, are we special? Yes ... but ... so is everything else in its
own way, as it participates in the play of creation.

To God be the glory, Amen
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attainment of knowledge. The predominant theory of reality for
the past couple of centuries has been overwhelmingly monist-
materialist, arguing that only physical, material things are really
real, and that for anyone to prove that something is real, they have
to prove that it has some kind of verifiable physical presence. Since
the advent of quantum theory, however, the materialist outlook
has been consistently questioned.

I’m not an expert on quantum theory or brain science. My
master’s degrees and doctorate are in biblical studies, church his-
tory, and the history of Christian theology. However, my college
major (many years ago) was mathematics with a minor in physics.
I have always been fascinated by popular literature in such fields
as astrophysics, quantum theory, and brain science. I teach com-
munity college classes in world religions, ethics, and introductory
philosophy. Key philosophical questions in ontology, the philoso-
phy of being, are “what makes something real?” and “how do we
know that something is real?” The latter question is also a key
question in epistemology, the philosophy of knowledge, which
asks “what is knowledge?” and “how do we distinguish knowledge
from opinion and supposition.” For us to “know” something, there
must be something “real” to “know.” Some of the most recent and
most provocative articles I've read recently connect quantum phys-
ics with brain science, and have, I think, definite implications for

the knowledge of God.

Scientific Materialism

The scientific materialist argument
since the Enlightenment has been to
insist that if something is “real” it must
be detectable by scientific tests. It must
have position, density, size, shape, color,
velocity, and so on, that can be detected
by scientific tests and verified by a variety
of laboratory experiments. That argu-
ment insists that the cosmos, the earth
and all living entities on earth emerged
by natural evolution through material,
physical cosmic processes, undirected by
any divine or supernatural agency. This
implies that the emergence of the cosmos
through the “Big Bang” or some other
agency was accidental, not planned. It also implies that sentient
life emerged through purely physical processes, through evolution
and natural selection, without any conscious agency, divine or
otherwise, acting to direct this process. Any attempt by scientists
who are also religious believers to modify this kind of theory has
been rebuffed, often with contempt. After all, if God cannot be
detected nor God’s existence verified by any kind of scientific
experiment, God cannot be shown to exist, and any theory of
universal origins, to be truly scientific, cannot include God.

The problem with purely materialist theories is that they
cannot define the process by which the human mind and con-
sciousness itself emerge. Various attempts have been made but

Star Trek’s Lt. Commander Data

none have resolved the problem.
Purely materialist theories discount

b,Riober-f Heinlein ‘
"The Moon isa Harsh

e Mistress * .

the existence of the mind and con-
sciousness altogether. The “mind”
is treated as in fact non-existent,
or at best, as the phenomenon that
accompanies the electrochemical
activity of the brain. In this argu-
ment, the mind and consciousness
are treated like the light that comes
from the light bulb when the elec-
tricity is turned on. Consciousness
appears when the brain begins to
function in a developing fetus, and
disappears as “the light is turned

off” when death occurs.

Some more recent theories treat the emergence of the mind
as a property of the brain as a system, much as the output of a
computer is the result of the functioning of a computer and its
programs. These arguments insist that when the neural network in
the brain, through processes of natural evolution, reaches a critical
state of complexity, consciousness appears. Science fiction author
Robert Heinlein wrote a book in 1966 called 7he Moon is a Harsh
Mistress in which that theme played a part. In Heinlein’s book,
a massive computer that ran all the processes of the
lunar colony was enlarged by cumulative additions of
hardware and software until one day it “woke up” and
spoke to its operator. The character Lieutenant Com-
mander Data in the TV series, Star Trek: The Next
Generation was a conscious android, a complex robot,
whose data processing capacity was at the level of com-
plexity and sophistication of a human brain and who
functioned as a human “person” in every regard except
in the crucial area of experiencing human emotions.

The theory which treats the mind as though it
were part of a computative system is called “function-
alism” to which I was introduced in the textbook I
used to teach introductory philosophy, Donald Palm-
er’s Does the Center Hold: An Introduction to Western
Philosophy [4th ed., McGraw-Hill, 2008]. In introduc-
ing the functionalist theory, Palmer draws upon exten-

sive insights from John Searle, Thomas Nagle, David

Chalmers, and Colin McGinn.

Functionalism

Functionalism claims that the brain and nervous system
can be said to produce the mind. In their view, the mind is not
an entity unto itself, but can be described as an element in the
“system” or as the “system itself” in a way very similar to the
description of a computer as a “system.” This kind of theory
emerged from the field of cognitive science, an amalgam of phi-
losophy, computer science, and neurology. Palmer describes the
functionalist claims regarding the mind as follows:

> continues on page 6
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< continued from page 5
A system is an ensemble of related components with a
function. This function can be described as the job that
the system accomplishes—what it gets done or, to put it
differently, it is the way that the collection of components
interacts with the environment ... Now, what functions
do minds perform? According to the functionalist model,
minds carry out computations ... they manipulate symbols
in accordance with formal rules.

Anything that carries out this function may be said to “have a

mind.”

Functionalism, practically speaking, is a materialist theory.

It identifies the “mind” as the product of a basically physical,
material system. Strictly speaking, the mind as the product of the
system is not physical, in the same way that the output of a com-
puter is not physical, even though the computer itself is basically a
physical system. Mental events are not physical events.
Events in the brain are physical events, but thoughts and
intentions are not material events. The brain relates to its
product (thoughts, mental events) the same way that a com-
puter relates to its computations. The solution to a mathe-
matical problem is not itself a material state or event. Mental
events are realized in parts of brains but are not themselves
identical to parts of brains.

Functionalists talk about mental events as being of a higher
level of reality than the physical system which produced the
mental event (the computation). These mental events are then said
to enter into “causal
networks.” A deci-
sion can produce
some physical event
to happen in the
material world.
Decisions have
causal power. On
the other hand,
even though mental
events depend on,
and are realized in,

material systems,

the mental events

cannot be identified with or reduced to the lower level of reality,
that is, to the physical components of the system. In that respect,
Functionalists claim to be non-reductionist.

Functionalism has been a favorite theory of computer scien-
tists who are working in the field of Artificial Intelligence (AI).
They have a huge personal stake in proving that their computers
actually “think” in the same way or a way parallel to the way that
humans think. Some of them have argued, in fact, that the human
brain is really “just” an immensely complex, highly sophisticated
parallel-processing quantum computer.

A major problem with this theory is that computers attach
no meaning to symbols. They merely manipulate them. That is,
computers have a syntax, but no semantics. A syntax is the rules of
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grammar. A semantics is what the words mean to the speaker and
the listener. A parrot can speak words in the right sequence, but
cannot be said to understand what the words mean. Following a
rule means that one can understand what the rule means. That is,
following a rule requires a semantics. John Searle writes:
In order that a rule be followed, the meaning of the rule
has to play some causal role in that behavior...in that sense
computers don’t follow rules at all. They only act in accord
with certain formal procedures.

Computers have no sense of “experience” in the same way that
living creatures do. They cannot “enjoy” or “feel” pain or love, or
“appreciate” the way that humans appreciate the beauty of a flower
garden or a sunset. A computer can be made to simulate the out-
ward expression of emotions but cannot be said to actually “have
the experience.” The sensations that computers lack have come
to be known in the literature as “qualia,” from the Latin word for
“qualities.” In that respect, a computer, no matter how complex or
how high a level of Al it achieves, is nothing more than a zombie.
It has no feelings.

Neither do computers have an innate sense of “self.” Our
sense of “self” is a feature of our consciousness. René Descartes’
famous dictum, cogito, ergo sum, reflects the universal experience
of human beings whose brains are functioning “normally,” which
includes everyone except a relatively few people who have rare
brain injuries or diseases. Cogito, ergo sum—"-1 think, therefore I
am”—proclaims that the one thing each of us knows for sure is
that we ourselves exist. We have the conscious experience of “self-
hood,” the innate sense of our own personal existence—not as an
objective, external fact, but as a personal, intuitive, experiential
sense that we do, in fact, exist. Thomas Nagle points out:

... exhaustive studies of the human brain and nervous
system may be able to explain what causes human mental
experience, but not what that experience is. The only way to
answer the question, “what is it like to be a human being?”
(to have human experience) is to be one.

The questions that these theories cannot answer relate to the
origin of human feelings and the human sense of selfhood. Where
do these come from? Lieutenant Commander Data had no feelings
or emotions. That was Star Trek’s way of illustrating the funda-

mental problems of human consciousness.

Human Mental Experience

No satisfactory scientific or philosophical account of human
mental experience, that is, human consciousness, has yet been
given. A major problem for cognitive scientists who are commit-
ted to a functionalist model is this: if the mind is the product of
a physical system, where do the rules come from? The rules in a
computer, that is, the commands that instruct the system’s func-
tions, are embedded in the software. The rules of operation are
created by a programmer who writes them into the operating
system and into the programs that control different functions of
the system. The rules of operation mean something to the pro-
grammer. So if the human mind is a computative system, where

> continues on page 7



< continued from page 6

does the software come from? Does it emerge naturally from the
system once the system reaches a “critical level” of complexity as in
Heinlein’s 7he Moon is a Harsh Mistress or Star Trek’s Data? Or is
there more to it than that? No theory of consciousness has yet, to
my knowledge, answered that question.

John Searle argues that the mind-body problem can be solved
by saying that conscious states are real, they are material, and they
may best be described as states of the brain. They are “features” of
the brain, the same way that liquidity or hardness are features of
systems of atoms and molecules, even though the individual atoms
or molecules cannot themselves be said to be hard, soft, liquid or
even solid. He draws the following parallel:

Microproperties in physics (such as molecules, atoms and
subatomic particles) can be said to produce or constitute
macroproperties (such as liquidity or hardness) so the micro-
properties of the human brain (neurons) produce the macro-
properties of consciousness (thought, emotions, etc) ... the
firing of neurons at the microlevel produces consciousness at
the macrolevel.

So Searle insists that some biological states produce mac-
roproperties that are subjective and inten-
tional. However, this is still a materialistic
interpretation of “mind.” If consciousness
is a feature of the physical brain and ner-
vous system, then it depends on and is
determined by the physical system for its
non-physical existence, and mental events
can still be said to be “physical” events, or at
least the product of physical processes.

David Chalmers admits that the
functionalist arguments give a pretty good
account of a number of human mental com-
putational skills, but completely fail to give a
theory of consciousness.

A successful theory must deal with con-
sciousness as a fundamental property in the way that physi-
cists deal with fundamental properties in their own fields.
Similarly, just as physicists show that these properties behave
in accord with basic laws that relate them to other funda-
mental properties, so must the philosophy of mind face up

to the rest of reality.

Chalmers is committed to what he calls a “substance dual-
ism,” a theory that reality has both physical features and mental
features, which are not the same thing. Mental properties are
features of the real world, just like physical properties such as loca-
tion or three-dimensionality—although “mind” is not a separate
substance from physical substance. It is a set of “features” of the
physical world. The laws “bridging” the mental features with the
physical features of the world, though, have not yet been stated.
Chalmers asserts that these laws must be discovered for a true
scientific theory of consciousness to be devised. Because function-
alism is not capable of stating these rules in terms of functionalist
theory, it is deficient as a theory.

Colin McGinn argues that no philosopher, neurologist,
cognitive scientist, nor scientist of any kind has yet demonstrated
what neurological properties exist or how the brain contrives to
generate consciousness. Moreover, McGinn has voiced his convic-
tion that the human mind does not have the capacity to figure
it out. He argues that we do not have the necessary conceptual
apparatuses. What we do have, he says, is a colossal mystery, a
theoretical blind spot of epic proportions.

The issue for many scientists in the field boils down to what
they call “the hard problem” and “the easy problem,” a discus-
sion succinctly covered for a popular audience in “The Mystery
of Consciousness” by Steven Pinker (77me, January 29, 2007).!
Pinker is a nationally known scientist in the study of human
consciousness and Professor of Psychology at Harvard University.
He relates how David Chalmers describes the “easy problem” as
the solution to the problem of distinguishing the neural systems in
the brain that handle conscious thoughts from those that handle
unconscious processes. Unconscious processes are those that con-
trol one’s heart rate, the rules governing syntax and word use when
one speaks, and the sequence of muscle contractions that allow
one to hold a pencil, swing a bat or run. The scientists know where
to look to solve the “easy problem” and
are making progress on it daily.

On the other hand, the “hard prob-
lem” is the question of why we feel what
we feel when we have a conscious process
going on in our head—that is, why we
have firsthand, subjective experiences.

As Pinker indicates, the “hard problem”
is explaining how subjective experience
arises from neural computation. Colin
McGinn argues that the human brain is
not equipped to solve this problem. Other
cognitive scientists, including Pinker,
argue that it’s not a problem at all, that
consciousness is simply the by-product of
neural activity in the brain. Dualist philosophical and theologi-
cal theories have always argued for the position that the mind or
soul has an independent existence from the physical human body,
but they have had very limited success in showing how mental

or spiritual reality interacts with physical reality—that is, they
haven’t been able to “define the mechanism,” showing how the
soul interacts with the body.

Planck Scale Consciousness

But is there some other arena in which the mystery of con-
sciousness can be addressed? Roger Penrose and Stuart Hameroff
have quite recently produced the results of collaborative research
that suggest that consciousness has its origin, not in the brain’s
neural processes, but in the “basement level” of the cosmos, the
energy that flows from the Planck level of the universe. Here, they
believe, lies the source and cause of the quantum processes in the
brain. Starting from the opposite end of the problem of

> continues on page 8
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< continued from page 7
consciousness, they have investigated the nature of the subatomic
phenomena that produce consciousness. The theory that traces
consciousness to the Planck scale of reality is described in “Soul
Search,” an article by Jane Bosveld (Discover, June 2007).2
Hameroff, an anesthesiologist, has spent many years study-
ing brain functions. Roger Penrose is a world-renowned Oxford
University mathematician and astrophysicist. Hameroff’s studies
have shown that consciousness depends on quantum processes
occurring in tiny structures called microtubules in brain cells.
He says that normally, “consciousness occurs at the level of space-
time geometry in the brain,” in tiny “microtubule” structures in
the neurons, but the energy fluctuations in these microtubules
extend down to the Planck scale (far below the scale of sub-
atomic particles) because
the microtubules are driven
bioenergetically to be in a
coherent state. When the
blood supply and the flow
of oxygen stops, things go
bad and the coherence stops,
but quantum information at
the Planck scale isn’t lost. It
may dissipate into the uni-

verse but remain somehow

entangled in some kind of

Roger Penrose

functional unit, maybe indefi-
nitely. In a temporary death experience, when a patient in surgery,
for instance, loses heartbeat and respiration, and brain function
stops, the patient is sometimes revived and recovers. In some of
these instances the patient reports having had an “out of body”
experience in which he or she has seen everything that transpired
in the operating room while technically “dead.” Hameroff sug-
gests that if his hypothesis is verified, then in a death and recovery
experience, the patient’s conscious self functions
as a coherent wave pattern which persists on the
Planck scale and is then recovered intact when the
brain again begins to function.

Penrose theorizes that the nature of reality
itself is fundamentally established by events at the
Planck scale. Consciousness existing separately
from the physical body is only one aspect of the
fundamental reality established there. “Penrose,”
says Hameroff, “came up with a specific thresh-
old that is conscious. He made the connection
between the quantum possibilities in the universe
and the quantum processes in the brain.” His theory
suggests that there must be structures in the brain—Hameroff’s
microtubules—that process fragments of quantum conscious-
ness. He theorizes that “there exists at the Planck scale a realm
of Platonic ideals that influence the workings of our mind.” The
Planck scale is 25 orders of magnitude smaller than the size of an
atom. At the Planck scale, the smallest possible scale of magnitude,
there are energy patterns that are constantly in flux and repeat
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Stuart Hameroff

everywhere in the universe. Penrose contends that the Planck-scale
processes originated in the Big Bang. In his theory, Penrose sug-
gests that universal consciousness appeared at the same moment
that the universe appeared, in the Big Bang, and the universal
energy patterns of consciousness emerge into our time and space
whenever a living brain begins to function.

What causes the brain to function? Is it purely a biological
process resulting from physical, mindless evolution? Or is the
process initiated and shaped by coherent energy patterns at the
Planck scale? That is, does consciousness create the brain? Robert
Lanza and Bob Berman argue that it is the presence of cosmic
consciousness that produces physical reality. Lanza and Berman
present their findings in their book, Biocentrism: How Life and
Consciousness Are the Keys to Understanding the True Nature of the
Universe [BenBella Books, 2009]. Their theory is summarized in
“The Biocentric Universe Theory: Life Creates Time, Space, and
the Cosmos Itself” (Discover, May 2009).?

Lanza and Berman base their theory on quantum mechanics
and have considerable support from the theories of Roger Penrose,
current research by University of Geneva physicist Nicolas Gisin,
and Cambridge University astrophysicist Brandon Carter’s pro-
posal of the Anthropic Principle. The basic foundational work in
this area goes back to John Wheeler and the “uncertainty prin-
ciple” discovered by Werner Heisenberg.

Major Discoveries

Lanza and Berman point to four major discoveries that sug-
gest the validity of the hypothesis that at its fundamental level of
realty, consciousness is a key element of universal reality. The first
discovery is Quantum Theory.

Quantum theory tells us that an unobserved small object

(for instance, an electron or photon—a particle of light—

exists only in a blurry, unpredictable state, with no well-

defined location or motion until the moment it is observed.
This is Werner Heisenberg’s famous uncer-
tainty principle.

A subatomic particle thus has no “physical”
reality but exists only as a “wave function”—until
something happens to it to “collapse” its wave
function and it suddenly appears in a particular
location. The collapse of its wave function, the
event which makes the wave become a physical
entity, is simply the event of its being observed,
just looking at it, “catching it” on a mirror, inter-
fering with it in some way that involves a con-
scious observer.

A second discovery is that of “entanglement.”
Quantum mechanics has demonstrated that when particles are
created as a pair, such as two electrons in a single atom that move
or spin together, they are entangled.

Due to their intimate connection, entangled particles share
a wave function. When we measure one particle and thus
collapse its wave function, the other particle’s wave function

> continues on page 9



< continued from page 8
instantaneously collapses too. If one photon is observed
to have a vertical polarization (its waves all moving in one
plane) the act of observation causes the other to instantly
go from being an indefinite probability wave to an actual
photon with the opposite, horizontal polarity—even if the
two photons have since moved far from each other.

It seems that the distance these two particles have traveled
from each other makes no difference in the event. The event hap-
pens instantaneously. Lanza and Berman refer to a 1997 experi-
ment by Nicolas Gisin at the University of Geneva in which the
communication between two entangled particles took place at
least 10,000 times the speed of light apart. Further experiments
showed conclusively that distance made no difference. He con-
cluded that entangled particles would react to changes in each
other’s status instantly even it they were across the galaxy from
each other.

A third discovery is the Anthropic Principle, first argued by
Cambridge astrophysicist Brandon Carter. Carter concluded from
extensive observations and mathematical calculations that:

All of the fundamental traits, forces and physical con-
stants—Tlike the charge of the electron or the strength of
gravity—make it appear as if everything about the physical
state of the universe were tailor-made for life.

Several different responses to the implications of the
Anthropic Principle have been posed. One that has much cur-
rent popularity is the Multiverse Theory, that ours is only one of
an infinite number of existing parallel universes, and by accident
ours has conditions suitable for life to exist. Another theory simply
argues that our universe is the result of a fantastic coincidence.
Proponents of the multiverse argument have not, to date, pro-
duced any evidence that would verify their theory. The argument
that it was all a fantastic coincidence answers nothing.

Some philosophers, following George Berkeley, note that the
only things we “really” perceive are our own perceptions, that our
notion of physical reality depends completely on our own con-
scious apprehensions. That is, it’s “all in our head.” Outside of our
own perceptions, we don’t know really whether there is an outside
universe at all. Physicists, on the other hand, have discovered that
what goes on “out there” really does depend on what goes on “in
our heads,” that is, on the content of our perceptions. These kinds
of observations and the evidence that has verified them have led
inexorably to the principle of Biocentrism—the conclusion that
the universe is created for life, and by life. Lanza and Berman trace
this kind of thinking back to John Wheeler, a disciple of Einstein’s
who coined the terms “wormhole” and “black hole.”

Recently, studies of the phenomena of “space” and “time”
have point to a verifiable theory of the character of the cosmos.
This theory is the fourth discovery recounted by Lanza and
Berman. This is the suggestion that time doesn’t “really” exist as a
cosmic phenomenon. In physics, all of the working mathematical
models of physical reality do not need to include any values for
“time.” In all of the equations that describe the reality and func-
tion of the fundamental forces and physical constants time plays

no role. It’s as if it didn’t
exist. Physicists hypoth-
esize that time only exists
as a mental construct

in conscious beings. It
may well only exist as
the summation of spatial
states occurring inside
the mind. It may be the
mind’s way of relating
and understanding all of
the entities and relation-
ships that the mind per-
ceives. They suggest that
“it is our mind’s way of
making sense of things.”

Beyond the perceptions
of our mind, we have no way of knowing whether things really
move through a matrix of time.

Neither do we have an way of knowing, beyond our own
mental perceptions, that space exists. The common notion of
“space” has no reality in quantum mechanics. Lanza and Berman
write:

Distances between objects mutate depending on conditions
like gravity and velocity, as described by Einstein’s relativ-
ity, so that there is no absolute distance between anything
and anything else ... Empty space as described by quan-
tum mechanics is in fact not empty but full of potential
particles and fields ... Quantum theory even casts doubt

on the notion that distant objects are truly separated, since
entangled particles can act in unison even if separated by the
width of a galaxy.

In fact, quite recent discoveries by Nicolas Gisin and by
Anton Zeilinger at the University of Vienna show preliminary
promise of proving that quantum effects such as entanglement
apply to large molecules as well as subatomic particles, and Roger
Penrose has suggested the existence of vast entangled quantum
systems that would include human-scale objects.

Lanza and Berman suggest that these recent developments
in physics, along with related discoveries about the quantum level
functioning of human consciousness point to new approaches in
understanding human cognition and the nature of consciousness,
and the ways they are related to the fundamental realities of the
coSmos.

In contemplating the strangeness of quantum theory and the
studies that postulate a strong connection between the conscious
mind and quantum mechanics, ’'m tempted strongly to sym-
pathize with Steven Pinker when he says in his article for Time
magazine,

Some mavericks, like the mathematician Roger Penrose,
suggest the answer might someday be found in quantum
mechanics. But to my ear, this amounts to the feeling that
quantum mechanics sure is weird, and conscious sure is

> continues on page 10
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weird, so maybe quantum mechanics can explain conscious-
ness.

When I think about that statement at length, though, it
looks to me to be on the ideological bias of a scientific material-
ist. My objection to those who dogmatically cling to one theory
or another is that their minds are often closed to discoveries that
challenge their own pet theories. That’s very evident in the debate
between “science” and “religion” today. Both the materialists and
the religious conservatives are fundamentalist in their own way.
Rather than to seriously discuss and debate the implications and
relationships of their own theories and beliefs, they throw verbal
stones at each other in the media and in courts of law. However,
one thing that I have learned from reading the material that comes
from astrophysics and brain science is that the universe, the world,
and the human mind are more fantastic and amazing than our
current scientists, philosophers, and theologians can comprehend
at this point. Perhaps more open lines of discussion, debate, and
dialogue would prove useful for all.

Implications

So what are the implications for theology posed by the quan-
tum theory of consciousness posed by Penrose and Hameroff?
First of all, it implies that consciousness is not ultimately a product
of neural activity in the brain, but that it produces that neural
activity. This suggests that the brain is the product of conscious-
ness, not the reverse. If consciousness emerges from the quantum
level of cosmic reality, then quantum theory, I think, implies
that the physical reality of the cosmos could well be the product
of cosmic consciousness. The connection of this line of thinking
with belief in a God who creates the cosmos by thinking about it
is very obvious. If humans can cause a wave to become a particle
by looking, paying attention, or even just thinking about it, a
cosmic consciousness cause a physical cosmos to come into being
by simply thinking about it. If the entanglement of particles, even
very large ones, is a reality, and this entanglement extends across
infinite distances instantaneously, then a cosmic consciousness
could manipulate planets, stars and whole galaxies by simply
thinking about it. If waves become particles when attention is paid
them, and particles become waves when nobody’s looking, could
not a coherent wave pattern emerging from a cosmic consciousness
cause a mind to exist, and a brain to evolve to house it?

This kind of thinking suggests an obvious (to me) connec-
tion with the character of the cosmos
described in Buddhism and some ver-
sions of Hinduism, as well as with
elements of the monotheist faiths of
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Pri-
mary to Buddhism is the belief that the .
undifferentiated oneness of the cosmos is i
the ultimate reality, and that this undif-
ferentiated oneness is the womb from
which all minds and conscious beings
emerge. Consciousness is a fundamental
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aspect of this cosmic reality, and it is consciousness that causes
physical reality to exist. This physical reality is basically an illu-
sion, since it is consciousness that forms it and supports it. When
the conscious human mind apprehends this illusion, and is fooled
into believing it to be ultimately real, then the mind clings to the
physical world and in that clinging, suffering emerges. Since the
physical world is constantly in flux and in a state of passing away,
suffering is inevitable when the mind clings to the things and

the relationships of that world. Suffering can only end when the
person who clings to that illusion can penetrate to the core of his
or her own being through deep meditation and discover and his or
her oneness with the undifferentiated unity of the cosmos.

Likewise in some versions of Hinduism, the cosmos emerges
from an impersonal ultimate force, and conscious beings emerge
from interactions within this force. Physical reality is not ulti-
mately real. It is constantly emerging and passing away, and its
concreteness is an illusion which is created by the human mind
and in return, fools the human mind. Thus fooled, the mind, the
soul, is trapped within the physical world for countless cycles of
existence, being subject to the law of karma, which forces con-
tinual reincarnations until the mind can penetrate the illusion,
break all yearning for and clinging to relationships with the things
and people of the physical world, and be permanently reabsorbed
into the ultimate reality. If consciousness causes physical existence
as Penrose and Hameroff suggest, that makes plausible the beliefs
of Hinduism and Buddhism concerning the origins of physical
reality.

In the monotheist context of Judaism and Christianity,
one can logically connect the theories of Penrose and Hameroff
with the eruption of physical reality that occurs in Genesis 1.3
when God says “light!” and the cosmos appears. There is also a
logical connection with Genesis 1.2 when it says, “... the earth
was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of
the deep; and the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the
waters” (RSV). If the cosmos appears when a cosmic conscious-
ness thinks the thought, then the essential nature of the physical
universe prior to that thought must be “without form and void.”
This could easily be said to correspond to the Buddhist notion of
the undifferentiated oneness of all being. In Jewish and Christian
belief, however, the physical world has its own reality. It is not an
illusion. And yet, a universal consciousness caused it to appear,
to take shape, and to evolve. And within that evolving universe
a pattern is followed which is caused and set by the cosmic con-
sciousness. Likewise in Islam, when the
physical universe is said to be subject
to God, the implications of Penrose’s
thinking support that belief.

Some further connections concern
the human soul. If the human experi-
ence of selfhood is really just the by-
product of the functioning of neurons in
the brain, then it is essentially an illu-
sion. On the other hand, if human

> continues on page 11
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consciousness exists primarily as a cohesive wave pattern, then

it could emerge, submerge and reemerge within the Planck scale
of cosmic consciousness and still maintain its coherence. At least
that’s what I read Penrose as saying. This would plausibly connect
with the Hindu concept of reincarnation. The existence of the
soul as a persistent, coherent wave pattern would also plausibly
connect with the Christian belief in resurrection. If the brain and
the human entity itself is a product of conscious thought, then a
cosmic consciousness could be said to cause both the initial cre-
ation and the bodily resurrection of the human being. This would
also imply that both heaven and hell could plausibly exist, being
the result of the intentional thought of a cosmic consciousness.

There are a lot of problems with this kind of thinking, not the
least of which is the problem of evil. If this cosmic consciousness
is to be equated with God, and God is ultimately good, then how
could evil emerge? Every human religion addresses the problem of
evil, producing quite divergent answers. In Buddhism and Hindu-
ism, suffering is caused by clinging to the illusion that the physical
world is real. In Christianity, evil is caused by human beings who
revolt against God, who assert their independence in a universe
which is ultimately subject to God and where the assertion of
independence only leads to suffering. In effect, human thought
and intention deeply affect the shape of the physical world and the
conditions of human life within it. Why does God let this happen?
Is it lack of control, divine indifference, God’s enjoyment of
human suffering—or is it a purposeful cosmic process and work-
ing itself out in a way that will lead finally to human blessedness?
An alternative concept would be that the conscious cosmic reality
is completely impersonal, with no feelings nor personality, and
attaching no value to what emerges from it.

Hinduism and most other religions populate the cosmos with
gods, goddesses, and various kinds of spirits who have authority
over various aspects of cosmic and human existence. Is conscious-
ness limited to human form or to the brains of sentient creatures
in the way it emerges? Or, on the other hand, can conscious beings
exist in non-biological forms, or in forms that are not physical
at all? Can Krishna really exist ... or the archangel Gabriel? Are
Krishna, as an avatar of Vishnu, and Gabriel, as a messenger of
God both real, but not bound by the conditions of physical exis-
tence? Or, more directly central to Christian belief, can the perfect
presence of the cosmic consciousness appear in physical existence
as the Christ? Does the thinking of Penrose and Hameroff support
this? Perhaps, although at this point their theories do not appear
to me to be moving in that direction.

If the Planck level of the cosmos is the actual, ultimate abode
or womb of consciousness, how can we contact it? Can we do it
through prayer, as Christians, Jews, and Moslems insist? Can we
do it through deep meditation, as practiced by Buddhists and
Hindus? How can we verify the contact? Can we do it through
appealing to our intuitive sense that there is something or some
One who is both “out there” and “within us”? Can we do it
through a Word that appears in our conscious minds? Can we do
it through interpreting the endlessly varying wave patterns of the

Planck level of reality with our scientific instruments?

When I start thinking across the boundaries that divide
theology from science, I wonder if I'm alone in doing that. If
reality is far more amazing and unbelievable than we have so far
imagined, then there should be no boundaries to our search for
ultimate reality. One generation’s speculations often become the
next generation’s scientific theories, and sometimes they morph
into the following generation’s religion. That seems to be part of
being human. Maybe it is also part of the pattern in which we
were created.

In any case, both science and religion are part of humanity’s
search for truth, and I am convinced that the boundaries that
separate them, often constructed dogmatically on both sides, are
fundamentally artificial, and hinder rather than help that quest.
So I keep asking: do the concerns and propositions of science and
theology intersect? I think and believe they do.

James L. Breed, honorably retired Presbyterian Church (USA) minister,
served as pastor for rural churches near Fulton, lllinois and Green Bay,
Wisconsin and then for 24 years in Kewanee, lllinois. He is a graduate of
the University of Dubuque, college and seminary, and earned his Ph.D. in
historical theology from Aquinas Institute in St. Louis. Dr. Breed has taught
a variety of college-level courses and currently teaches part-time at High-
land Community College in Freeport, lllinois. Jim is married and has three

children and five grandchildren.
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