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In our admiration of science, where our beliefs are based on logic and rigorous proofs and precise demonstrations, it’s important not to lose sight of religion—that other half of the two “non-overlapping magisteria” referred to so forcefully by Stephen Jay Gould in his book, Rocks of Ages.   He was a geologist.  He was a scientist.
  

Gould said science and religion don’t overlap, but that doesn’t make the religion side—the emotional, mysterious side that so often gives rise to beliefs that are based on  . . . faith—that doesn’t make the religious side an unequal stepchild.  Far from it.  I learned this most poignantly from a man named Martin Gardner, with whom I became friends over a three-year span years, while he lived in an assisted living center.  

  

I was not his minister, but just a friend.  He died five years ago, in the Spring.  He was then 95 and had published a number of his well over 100 books during the last year of his life.  He was a mathematician and puzzler and games player, having written the column “Metamagical Themas” for the Scientific American for years.  He was a self-styled, and published, theologian.  Like Gould, he was a scientist.

  

He said to me many times—“I do not know, of course, if there is a God.  But I do know, he said, that it is important to wish that there is one.  And so, despite my inability to believe, in the conventional sense, I do believe this:  we must choose to live as if there is a God.”  

  

Let me make clear that he was not hedging his bets here in hopes of there being an afterlife.  He was talking about how to live in this life.  
  

Gardner wrote in his book, When You Were a Tadpole and I was a Fish, published in 2009, the following:  “Faith is indeed quixotic.  It is absurd.  Let us admit it.  Let us concede everything!  To a rational mind the world looks like a world without God. . . . To think otherwise, to believe in spite of appearances, is surely a kind of madness.  The atheist sees clearly that windmills are only windmills . . . . The atheist is Sarah, justifiably laughing in her old age at Abraham’s belief that God will give them a son.  What can be said in reply?  How can [I] admit that faith is a kind of madness, a dream fed by passionate desire, and yet maintain that one is not mad to make the leap?”



One reply to Gardner’s question is found in a very short poem, one suggesting that there should be, for all of us, more to our lives than what science can give us.  “We glibly talk / of nature’s law / but do things have a natural cause? // Black earth turned into / yellow crocus / is undiluted / hocus-pocus.” 



This is a wonderfully to-the-point poem by a man named Piet Hein, a Danish scientist and poet who lived from 1905 to 1996.  He wrote short, aphoristic poems called “Grooks,” in English—this is G-R-O-O-K-S—from, what else!—from the Danish, “gruks” . . . spelled G-R-U-K-S.  

  

He began writing them as an art form—a short poem with a small, easily drawn picture—during the Nazi’s occupation as a way to communicate beneath the radar.    Significantly, Hein, like Gardner, was a mathematician and, too, an inventor of some renown, and, on top of it all, a poet.  Like Gardner, he was camped in both of Gould’s magisterial realms—in science and in religion.  He was a scientist.

  

And so Hein’s own life reflected his own poems—there is much to be learned about the world, and the way it works, but there is much that cannot be learned, that can be approached only by creeping up on it, as if to catch a glimpse of the truth before it slips away, enshrouded once again by its own mystery.  This, you see, was his grooks . . . it’s a child’s game!
    

He put this all so well when he said, “I’d like to know / what this whole show / is all about / before it’s out.”



These grooks are infectious—“Knowing what / thou knowest not / is in a sense / omniscience.”



Yes, the Enlightenment took us out of the darkness and superstition of the Middle Ages, and its command for rational inquiry led to science as we know it today.  Along the way, new discoveries in physics—particularly by Newton—led to an additional layer of learning often called materialism or, by others, determinism.  Here was the idea that if we could only know the locations and directions and velocities of all the elementary particles, we could foretell the future precisely, every bit as much as knowing how the cue ball will strike the object ball can tell us where the object ball will end up.


Determinism—in the physical sciences—was mirrored in the theological world by, most notably, the faith of the Puritans.  Here were people who believed in invisible saints, people among us who when they were born were predetermined—were destined—to spend their eternity in heaven, no matter how they lived their lives on earth.  Those of us who were not invisible saints, well, it didn’t matter how we lived our lives either—we were not going to heaven!!!



This theology is, I believe, too flinty, too hard-nosed, too barren, and just too unworthy of further mention!



But what can we say about determinism in the physical world that surrounds us on a daily basis?  What can we say about that?  And does what we say about that have any meaning for us, will it help us to see how we should live our lives and, more importantly, to understand how rewarding and fulfilling and fun our lives can actually be?



We can start with the works of a larger-than-life English writer and poet, G. K. Chesterton, who died in 1936 when he was 72 years old and whose fame rests on an uncanny ability to produce vast quantities of crystalline prose quickly and without apparent effort.  I take that description from the back of his book, Orthodoxy, a book in which he explains not “whether the Christian Faith can be believed, but of how he personally has come to believe in it.”  Let’s look at how Chesterton managed to creep up on truth—in large part by turning conventional thoughts about the way the world is, upside down . . . like a child!  


He notes that the motto of the modern world seems to be, “believe in yourself,”—a laudable motto in a deterministic world—but strangely, he notes, those “who really believe in themselves are all in lunatic asylums. . . .”  This is so because madness is the absence not of reason—all madmen, he says, are abundantly reasonable—but, rather, madness is the failure of our imagination.  And so Chesterton embarks on a remarkable exploration of madness. 



The madman, Chesterton tells us, says that everything can be explained.  His explanation of a thing is always complete, and often in a purely rational sense satisfactory.   The insane explanation, Chesterton says, “if not conclusive, is at least unanswerable.  And so if a person says, for example, that others have a conspiracy against him, you cannot dispute it except by saying that all the people deny that they are conspirators—which is exactly what conspirators would do[!!!]  The madman’s explanation covers the facts as much as ours!



“The last thing that can be said of a madman is that his actions are cause-less.  Now, if any human acts may loosely be called cause-less, they are the minor acts of a healthy person—whistling as she walks, slashing the grass with a stick, kicking up her heels or rubbing her hands.  It is the happy person who does the useless things; the mad person is not strong enough to be idle.  It is exactly such careless and cause-less actions that the madman could never understand, for the madman—being a determinist—generally sees too much cause in everything.  The lopping of the grass was an attack on private property, the kicking up of the heels was a signal to an accomplice. . . .  If the madman could become careless, he would become [conventionally] sane.  



“The madman is the one who has lost everything except his reason!  The madman understands everything, and everything does not seem worth understanding.  His cosmos may be complete in every rivet and cog-wheel, but still his cosmos is smaller than our world.    The madman’s world, like his mind, is not delayed in its approach to explaining reality by the things that go with good judgment, like a sense of humor, or charity, or by the dumb certainties of [our childhood?] experience.”


The chief idea of Chesterton’s explanation of madness—indeed, the chief idea of his life—was that it is the beginning of wisdom to view the universe, and our miraculous existence, with an ever-present emotion of amazement and gratitude.   Gardner saw this too, telling us that emotion, certainly as much as reason, distinguishes us from animals—indeed, he quotes Miguel de Unamuno, who said that he had “more often seen a cat reason than laugh or weep.” 
  

And, to be sure, you do not need to leave behind your belief in science to share in Chesterton’s or Gardner’s ever-present emotion.  In fact, in a paradoxical way, it is science that has opened the door wide to our imagination and, in turn, to the amazement that follows on its heels:  most physicists today believe that nature is infinitely inexhaustible.
  

Murray Gell-Mann, a physicist at the Santa Fe Institute, once compared physics to the task of perpetually cleaning out a cluttered basement.  No sooner is the basement’s outline seen than somebody finds a cleverly hidden trapdoor leading to a vast subbasement.  Always another door to our imagination!!!


Hein has already told us the importance of “Knowing what we knowest not”; he put it into four short lines.  It took Einstein a bit more.  In his essay, “The World as I See It,” he said this about the importance of acknowledging the tremendous mystery of the “wholly other” . . . now, he was a scientist!


“The most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious.  It is the fundamental emotion which stands at the cradle of true art and true science.  Whoever does not know it and can no longer wonder, no longer marvel, is as good as dead, and his eyes are dimmed.  It was the experience of mystery—even if mixed with fear—that engendered religion.  A knowledge of the existence of the something we cannot penetrate, our perceptions of the profoundest reason and the most radiant beauty, which only in their most primitive forms are accessible to our minds—it is this knowledge and this emotion that constitute true religiosity; in this sense, and in this alone, I am a deeply religious man.”



This sounds an awful lot like Martin Gardner—it’s important to live our lives as if there is a God.  This is, not surprisingly, very much like what God shouts to Job out of the whirlwind—“Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?   Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth?  Tell me, if you have understanding.  Who determined its measurements—surely you know!”  (Job 38: 2-5.)


This is not a question from God, it is an exclamation!



We’ve gone from Piet Hein to God.  Let’s go back, now, to G. K. Chesterton, our man—on the scene—at the local madhouse.  
  

Chesterton praised the glory and mystery of ordinary things—he saw the pelican as one of God’s jokes, he saw men and women as four-footed animals balancing precariously on their hind legs.  He wondered if the regularities of nature existed only because God, like a small child, is “strong enough to exult in monotony.  It is possible that God says every morning ‘Do it again’ to the sun; and every evening, ‘Do it again’ to the moon.  It may not be automatic necessity that makes all daisies alike; it may be that God makes every daisy separately, but has never got tired of making them. . . . The repetition in Nature may not be a mere recurrence; it may be a theatrical encore.  Heaven may encore the bird who laid an egg.”



Let me finish now with a poem by G. K. Chesterton entitled “A Second Childhood.”   Listen to Chesterton telling us that the glory and mystery of ordinary things—like a nursery door, or a tall tree and a swing—will forever be with us, will always be things we will never outgrow.  Though his poem envisions our own aging, our own death, yet he is supremely optimistic.  Ah, the glory and wonder of ordinary things!  


This is, I should explain—almost defensively—a piece written by Chesterton when he was what was then considered, in 1936, an old man. 
[poem follows]
When all my days are ending

And I have no song to sing,

I think I shall not be too old

To stare at everything;

As I stared once at a nursery door

Or a tall tree and a swing.

Wherein god’s ponderous mercy hangs

On all my sins and me,

Because He does not take away

The terror from the tree

And stones still shine along the road

That are and cannot be.

Men grow too old for love, my love.

Men grow too old for wine, 

But I shall not grow too old to see

Unearthly daylight shine,

Changing my chamber’s dust to snow

Til I doubt if it be mine.

Behold, the crowning mercies melt,

The first surprises stay;

And in my dross is dropped a gift

For which I dare not pray:

That a man grow used to grief and joy

But not to night and day.

Men grow too old for love, my love,

Men grow too old for lies;

But I shall not grow too old to see

Enormous night arise,

A cloud that is larger than the world

And a monster made of eyes.

Nor am I worthy to unloose

The latchet of my shoe;

Or shake the dust from off my feet

Or the staff that bears me through

On ground that is too good to last,

Too solid to be true.

Men grow too old to woo, my love,

Men grow too old to wed:

But I shall not grow too old to see

Hung crazily overhead

Incredible rafters when I wake

And find I am not dead.

A thrill of thunder in my hair:

Though blackening clouds be plain,

Still I am stung and startled
By the first drop of rain:

Romance and pride and passion pass

And these are what remain.  

Strange crawling carpets of the grass,

Wide windows of the sky:

So in this perilous grace of God

With all my sins go I:

And things grow new though I grow old,

Though I grow old and die.  [end]
Amen. 

[The following poem was deleted this from the sermon but was used as the “Opening Words” and is saved here because I like the poem!  And, too, I like the idea that we can, for ourselves, capture the wonder that objects fall when dropped, that stars vanish in the daytime only to reappear mysteriously at night!  Science reminds us of the reason behind things.  Magic and fantasy remind us of the unreason behind things.  The British poet Ralph Hodgson put it this way:


Reason has moons, but moons not hers


Lie mirror’d on her sea,


Confounding her astronomers,


But, O!  delighting me.]
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