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    ISCAST is a network of people, from students to distinguished academics,
exploring the interface of science, technology, and Christian faith. 

The patron of ISCAST is Professor Graeme Clark AC FAA FRS, bionic ear pioneer.
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The presupposition of science-based atheism

 

Jonathan M. Hanes

Jonathan M. Hanes is a researcher and educator with interests in plant phenology, climate change, the philosophy of science, and the relationship between science and Christianity. He holds Bachelor of Science and Doctor of Philosophy degrees in geography and is currently an adjunct assistant professor at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee in the United States.

Abstract

 

Best-selling author Jerry Coyne's latest book, Faith versus Fact: Why Science and Religion are Incompatible, prompted another round of discussion about the relationship between science and religion (theism, in particular). Are science and religion compatible? Does science preclude the existence of God? Atheists like Coyne hold to a central presupposition about science that merits further scrutiny. The presupposition is that science is an independent, self-verifying arbiter of truth that is inherently rational. For the sake of expanding this debate beyond the usual discussions about scientific evidence, this presupposition must be tested by examining the intellectual structure of science. When this is done, it becomes evident that this presupposition is untenable and leaves its adherents without a rational basis for science.

Contrary to the thesis of Professor Coyne's book, theism need not compete with science to ascertain truth about nature.

Rather, theism establishes the rationality of science in a way that is impossible in an atheistic framework. Ultimately, the efforts of Professor Coyne and others to dispute theism using science are self-refuting and it’s high time to recognise them as such.
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Best-selling author Jerry Coyne's latest book, Faith versus Fact: Why Science and Religion are Incompatible (Coyne 2015), prompted another round of discussion about the relationship between science and religion (theism, in particular). Are science and religion compatible? Does science preclude the existence of God? Or, as the title of a National Geographic piece read, "In Age of Science, is Religion 'Harmful Superstition'?" (Worrall 2015). Atheists like Coyne hold to a central presupposition about science that merits further scrutiny. The presupposition is that science is an independent, self-verifying arbiter of truth that is inherently rational. This presupposition rises to the surface in Professor Coyne's book when he states the following: "In the end, it may smack of circularity to use empirical results to justify the use of the empirical toolkit we call ‘science,’ but I'll pay attention to the circularity argument when someone comes up with a better way to understand nature. Science's results alone justify its usefulness, for it is, hands down, the single best way we've devised to understand the universe." (Coyne 2015 p. 207).

 

For the sake of expanding this debate beyond the usual discussions about scientific evidence, we must test this presupposition by examining the intellectual structure of science. While there are many variations of the scientific method, one ever-present element in science is induction, which philosopher of science James Ladyman describes as "the form of reasoning where we generalise from a whole collection of particular instances to a general conclusion" (Ladyman 2002 p. 28). The late Stephen Jay Gould testified to the importance of induction when he described it as the "basic mode of reasoning in empirical science" (Gould 1965 p. 226). Put simply, induction is what enables scientists to derive general descriptions of nature (laws) and general explanations of nature (theories) from specific observations made in a lab or in the field. This jump from specific observations to general laws or theories is facilitated by a belief in the uniformity of nature, which posits that patterns observed in nature will remain consistent across time and space (Schumm 1991 p. 18, Harré 1983 p. 98). In his article on nature's uniformity, Gould articulated how the intellectual structure of science collapses if the scientist does not adhere to this belief: "Without assuming this spatial and temporal invariance, we have no basis for extrapolating from the known to the unknown and, therefore, no way of reaching general conclusions from a finite number of observations." (Gould 1965 p. 226).

 

For science to be rational, this belief in nature's uniformity must be rational. But how does one establish the rationality of this belief? The uniformity of nature is not a logical necessity and appealing to observational evidence to justify this belief will require the use of induction (Curd and Cover 1998 p. 499), which inevitably begs the question and is tantamount to saying that nature is uniform because nature is uniform. Without this justification, science is left in an intellectual crisis of irrationality that has practical implications. Without such justification, a doctor's decision to prescribe antibiotics to fight an infection is irrational. Without such justification, my decision to eat food with the expectation of nourishment is irrational (Russell 1912 p. 96). Left without a rational basis for science, atheists who subscribe to the idea that science is an independent, self-verifying arbiter of truth that is inherently rational are forced to relinquish their subscription.

 

What, then, does science depend on for its rationality? What, if anything, can make sense of the scientist's belief in nature's uniformity? In the words of the late Christian philosopher Cornelius Van Til,

 

the existence of the God of Christian theism and the conception of his counsel as controlling all things in the universe is the only presupposition which can account for the uniformity of nature which the scientist needs. But the best and only possible proof for the

existence of such a God is that his existence is required for the uniformity of nature and for the coherence of all things in the world. (Van Til 2008 pp. 125-126)

Contrary to the thesis of Professor Coyne's book, theism need not compete with science to ascertain truth about nature. Rather, theism establishes the rationality of science in a way that is impossible in an atheistic framework. Consequently, a theist can have greater confidence in scientific findings than an atheist. Ultimately, the efforts of Professor Coyne and others to dispute theism using science are self-refuting and it’s high time to recognise them as such.
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Apr 10



April 10: Online tribute to John Polkinghorne, with Alister McGrath



UPDATE: The recording of this past event can be found here: ...





  
  

  
      
          

Aug 01



Why Don't Christians Want to Talk About Evolution? (Now online only.)



Why don’t Christians want to talk about evolution? Reflections of an evolutionary biologist in a time of COVID....





  
  

  
      
          

Aug 25



Science Week at the Cathedral (online!) with Tony Rinaudo the Forest Maker



A full recording of this event is now available here...





  
  

  
      
          

Nov 12



NZCIS Biennial Conference: Freedom



Freedom and freewill are long contested and discussed in both theology and science.





  
  

  
      
          

Dec 07



Science, Theology & Orthodox Christianity: ISCAST–SOW Talks 2021



ISCAST is teaming up with Science & Orthodoxy around the World (SOW) to...
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    Special offers: "SCIENCE AND CHRISTIANITY" BY CHRIS MULHERIN

  
  
    

ISCAST Executive Director Chris Mulherin has written an easy-to-read introduction to science and Christianity. Sign up as an ISCAST member to get a free copy. Or Garratt Publishing have a "buy 5 and get 1 free" deal here. You can find out more about the book here.

  





    "Unlikely Allies" now available to order!

  
  
    

In Unlikely Allies: Monotheism and the Rise of Science, Mark Worthing investigates the claims of religious traditions that they played a unique role in the rise of the natural sciences. Click here to buy the book.

  





    "A Reckless God?" Out Now!

  
  
    

A Reckless God? Currents and Challenges in the Christian Conversation with Science, edited by ISCAST Executive Director Chris Mulherin, Roland Ashby, John Pilbrow and Stephen Ames, is the first in the "ISCAST Nexus" series. Click here to buy the book.

  





    ISCAST public library

  
  
    More books! ... available at the ISCAST book library in East Melbourne. See here.
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          We're now live! 📣 Join us on YouTube for the first ISCAST–SOW Talk on Science, Theology, & Orthodox Christianity --… https://t.co/IqVo4BmSE0    
          20 hours 53 min ago    
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ISCAST is committed to engaging Australians in constructive conversation between Christian faith and the sciences. Many of its members are professional scientists, theologians, and philosophers, who have a commitment to the Christian faith.

 

We welcome receiving your feedback about this site at admin@ISCAST.org
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    WORTH PONDERING ...

  
  
    
        
  
  
      
        
      
          Science can never be more than an affirmation of certain things we believe in. These beliefs must be adopted responsibly, with due consideration of the evidence and with a view to universal validity. But eventually they are ultimate commitments, issued under the seal of our personal judgment. At some point we shall find ourselves with no other answer to queries than to say “because I believe so.” That is what no set of rules, or any model of science based on a system of rules, can do; it cannot say “because I believe so.” Only a person can believe something, and only I myself can hold my own beliefs. For the holding of these I must bear the ultimate responsibility; it is futile, and I think also ignoble, to hunt for systems and machines which will take that burden from 35 me. And we, as a community, must also face the fact that there is no system of necessary rules which will relieve us from the responsibility of holding the constitutive beliefs of our group or of teaching them to the next generation and defending their continued profession against those who would suppress them.


  
  
          Michael Polanyi, "Scientific Beliefs", Ethics, 61 (1) Oct. 1950, 27–37.  
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