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From time immemorial the cosmos has evoked a sense of the Mysterium Tremendum. There, man is forever finding God -- and instantly losing him. Why? Because: "Human reason can describe God analogically, but it must finally bow before mystery in its attempt to define God."
 Intellectually man has some power to find God, but MORALLY he does not, as Paul explains in Romans 1:20-21. The trouble is in man, not in the revelation. In fact, the revelation is so clear that even those who resist it still find insight into God’s “eternal power and godhead” (Romans 1:20), though they distort it. Below is an account of man's cosmic search for God (or a substitute) in religion, philosophy, science, and aesthetics -- viewed from a Christian perspective.

RELIGION


According to Scripture, God is both transcendent and immanent (1 Kings 8:27; Psalm 139). But in ancient religions and religious philosophies these two characteristics were often separated.


China. In China the idea of transcendence was attributed not to a god but to a force called the Tao. This was the “way” or “force” which revolves the heavens.


"The Tao produced the yin and the yang, the negative and the positive, female and male principles of nature. These by their interaction brought forth heaven and earth. Heaven and earth gave birth to all beings. The human order is the product of the eternal energy."


India. In India, as in China, we find a morally neutral universal power vastly superior to everything else. This is Brahman (or Brahma, or Atman-Brahman) in the Hindu religion.
 Brahman is "the one pervading, neuter, impersonal, all-embracing, underlying, intangible essence of the world, the 'Real of the Real,' 'the unborn Soul, undecaying, undying.' "

Egypt. By contrast, “The dwellers in the Nile Valley, from the earliest times, believed in the existence of one God, nameless, incomprehensible, and eternal.”


Temu "is according to Egyptian tradition, the oldest of the gods, and he is called the 'divine god,' the 'self-created,' the 'maker of the gods,' the 'creator of men,' 'who stretched out the heavens,' 'who illumineth the Tuat [the place of the dead] with his Eyes' (i.e., the sun and moon)": He also created Nu, the great [bottomless and endless] Celestial Waters in which he lived, and Thoth "or the intelligence or mind of Temu" translated Temu's thoughts into words, uttered them, and caused all creation to come into being – heaven & earth and everything in them.



These superlative (transcendent) conceptions of ultimate reality were part of the fabric of ancient worship. Implicitly, at least, the transcendence of God was couched in these superlative conceptions while his immanence was couched in polytheistic terms.

In these religions the thing or person which is ultimately real is eternal and exists of himself. With some important qualifications and refinements, this is essentially the Christian position.

For example, when God revealed his covenantal name, Jehovah (Yahweh) -- "I am" he proclaimed his aseity (his "of himself-ness", his transcendence). In theological terms this means "God is in no sense correlative to or dependent upon anything besides his own being. God is not even the source of his own being. The term source cannot be applied to God. God is absolute (John 5:26; Acts 17:25). He is sufficient unto himself."
 So, God did not create himself, as the Egyptians supposed. He simply “is”. He always has existed. He always will exist. It is this "of himself" God who became incarnate in Christ -- so completely that the fullness of God's essence dwelt in him bodily.

PHILOSOPHY


Religion accepted pluralism with little debate, but for philosophy, pluralism (particularly dualism) became a key question. Was reality one or many? Some philosophers (monists) say that everything is ultimately one, but they cannot find a unifying factor that is adequate to make everything truly one. Others (pluralists) claim that everything consists of two or more kinds of things and that each kind is separate, and disconnected, and that each kind of thing is ultimate in itself. But this does not explain the apparent connections between them such as cause and effect, the “laws of nature”, and other unifying factors. For Pluralists, even knowledge becomes impossible, because one fact has no relation to another fact. These difficulties arise because monist and pluralist philosophers consistently make the mistake of attributing various aspects of ultimate reality to created (relative) things.

The answer to these dilemmas of unity and diversity is found in Scripture’s concept of God. According to Scripture, “God is one” (Deuteronomy 6:4; Mark 12:29). Scripture also shows that God is a trinity (e.g., Isaiah 48:16; John 15:26). So God, the ground of everything, has (in a rather mysterious way) both unity and diversity within himself. God is numerically one. And his essence consists of three persons, each in a different mode of subsistence. Thus, “In the trinity both particularity and unity are equally ultimate.”
 Created things are not ultimate, their diversity is not ultimate, and their unity is not ultimate. Things are diverse (different) from one another, not because they are ultimate in themselves, but because God created them as separate things. Likewise, they are connected because God makes them connected by his “laws of nature”, not because they are in some ultimate sense one and the same thing.

SCIENCE


Although Scientists are divided into Idealists and Materialists, Science as a discipline is decidedly Materialistic. Science makes one of two declarations: either material reality is the ground of all things or material reality is the only proper area of inquiry for science. In either case, the Incarnation of God in Christ presents science with a tremendous challenge, because, try as they might, scientists cannot escape certain implications in their system which touch directly on the issues raised by the incarnation. More on that after a look at some scientific theories.


Contrasting Cosmologies. Presently, the "Standard Model" of scientific cosmology is tied to the "Big Bang" theory. Among competing theories, the Plasma Universe Theory is fairly unique. It emphasizes the importance of electro-magnetic forces, especially those in plasma, rather than gravity, and it received its major theoretical grounding from the research of Hannes Alfven & Oskar Klein and its major popularization from Eric Lerner's book, The Big Bang Never Happened. Due to its popularity, I will compare Lerner's book to the Standard Model.


In the Standard Model the universe began 10 to 20 billion years ago as a “primordial atom”, a super-compressed spot of energy 10-34 centimeters in diameter (smaller than the smallest sub-atomic particle). Some theorize that this spot of energy popped out of an infinite sea of energy. This “atom” then went through several phases, the earliest ones being extremely rapid phase transitions lasting only micro-seconds with space expanding at 5 times the speed of light. For the first 300,000 years quantum-dynamic forces dominated, and when their effect diminished gravity became the dominate force and formed the universe -- planets, stars, galaxies, meta-galaxies, and groups of meta-galaxies like the "Great Wall" in the northern sky and the "Southern Wall" in the southern sky.


By contrast, in Lerner's Plasma Universe Theory an "eternal" universe (Lerner uses the term somewhat loosely), filled with a diffuse gas, developed plasma filaments hundreds of light years long which, over the course of 1 or 2 trillion years, collapsed, contacted antimatter, blew outward again by the resulting matter-antimatter explosion, and became the seed-beds of macro-structures such as the "Great Wall", the "Southern Wall", etc. At about the 20 billion year mark gravity became dominant. Then the universe was a product of gravity and the continuing effects of plasma dynamics.


Lerner argues that Big Bang theorists have not found enough time, enough matter, or enough variation in cosmic radiation patterns to account for the universe as it is.


But Ned Wright points to facts deliberately ignored by Lerner and argues that time is sufficient because small effects in the early universe account for big effects today. Second, sufficient matter is present because light is refracted in its path more than visible matter accounts for. Third, variations in cosmic radiation, though small, can account for the structures we observe.
 NASA plans to investigate the issues raised by this debate.


Recent Developments. To make their theories viable many scientists (like the Big Bang Theorists and the Plasma Theorists) feel a need to be rescued by something infinite, or eternal, or both: "[Andre] Linde has tried to skirt the problem of initial conditions by speculation that inflation is a process without beginning."
 "There are other parts of the universe [besides the part we can see], perhaps infinite in extent, that we cannot see, because their light has not yet had time to reach the earth."


Just as the universe is starting to loose its finitude in the opinion of some theorists it is also starting to look rational to other observers. In the PBS documentary "A Glorious Accident" Neurologist and Psychiatrist, Dr. Oliver Sacks said, "someone once said, 'The more one looks at the universe the less it seems like a mechanism, and the more it seems like a giant thought.' "


And Steven D. Landy offers a hint of another complication for a purely materialist theory: He says that possibly, "Before the [early] universe was cool enough for the [viscous fluid of] protons and electrons to combine and form atoms, sound waves reverberated through this fluid. When the protons and electrons recombined, the acoustic waves gave a boost to the gravitational collapse on certain scales."
 This "structured" sound, as Landy calls it, is reminiscent of passages like Hebrews 11:3, "Through faith we understand that the worlds were framed by the word of God, so that things which are seen were not made of things which do appear." The parallelism in the verse indicates that the "invisible things" of the first part are the WORDS (or "WORD") of God (not, as some have supposed, atoms). Here is a hint of the Voice of God.


The conundrum for science is that it is limited to material inquiry, but material explanations do not adequately explain material realities.

If, as discussed in Scripture (e.g., Romans 8:15-23), the cosmos and the Creator are already deeply harmonious and are headed for even deeper harmony, why should science think that a proven material explanation for a natural process rules out God? Interventions are not only possible via omnipotence, they are to be expected from God's immanence in nature and from the loving personal regard he has for his creation -- pronouncing it "good", caring for it, redeeming both man and nature, etc.


In fact, as noted above, based on their own investigations, scientists may be looking not only at the mind of God, but "hearing" his voice as well.

AESTHETICS


Generally, Aesthetics has a better “feel” for the spiritual aspect of reality than science does. Scripture both affirms and informs such aesthetic intuitions when it declares that the creative “force” in nature is actually a person – God.


But is nature a means of knowing God? A superb discussion of this question is contained in Peter Fuller's book Theoria: Art, and the Absence of Grace. He says, "Central to my argument, as to [John] Ruskin's, is the idea that the disintegration of natural theology [the idea that God is imminent in nature and reveals himself there] had aesthetic effects which modernism did not so much solve as evade."
 (Ruskin, 1819-1960, was an English author and art critic, a central figure in the artistic debates of his day, and a man whose "influence was profound and enduring.")


"Ruskin", says Fuller, "drew a distinction between what he called aesthesis and theoria. The former he described as 'mere sensual perception of the outward qualities and necessary effects of bodies' or 'the mere animal consciousness of the pleasantness' to which such effects can give rise; the latter as the response to beauty of one's whole moral being."
 One important function of Theoria for Ruskin (in his early career, at least) was as a means for discerning God in creation. This was true not only for Ruskin, who was a lover of the Gothic in art and architecture, but even for a number of the modernist abstract painters as well. Wassily Kandinsky (1866-1944), for example, believed matter can make people blind to the spiritual.
 "Art for [Clive] Bell [1881-1911], was 'an expression of that emotion which is the vital force in every religion'. Art and religion were 'manifestations of "man's religious sense" ... his sense of ultimate reality'."


"In 1980 [Tom] Gibbons showed that, far from being 'materialists', the Cubists produced pictures which were informed by transcendentalist, spiritualist and millenarian thinking."
 Sculptors also held such views: "Above all their work [that of Jacob Epstein, Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Eric Gill, and Henry Moore] arose in revolt against Hellenism, and the secular and modern aesthetics which were associated with it: they longed for a sculpture which possessed the spirituality and vitality of 'primitive' men and women."


But various artists had a contrary position. "[Clement] Greenberg, or rather those practitioners who followed him, brought about the destruction of theoria; those who came after proceeded to destroy aesthesis as well."
 And, "The diminution of art, first to the merely 'aesthetic', and then through its dissolution into other forms of life, was indeed leading to that 'dead blank of the arts'."


In contrast to this, "The core of his [Ruskin's favorable] interpretation of [the great landscape artist J. M. W.] Turner's 'realism' was his belief that the distinction between natural science and theology was illogical, 'for you might distinguish between natural and unnatural science, but not between natural and spiritual, unless you had determined first that a spirit had no nature'."


The conundrum for aesthetics is that the spiritual is necessary for art, but is repugnant for some artists and is a deep, all-but-out-of-reach mystery, for others.


The artistic community has rightly seen nature as a place where spirit is revealed. But the revelation is more profound than they realize. Apparently, judging from the Scriptural data, nature is a highly suitable medium for revealing the Spirit. This revelation is present within and without man. Romans 1:20-21 speaks of the inward revelation. God is also revealed outwardly both in the natural world and in the affairs of men (e.g., Psalm 148:8, Job 26:10-14, Proverbs 21:1, Isa 44:28).


But the suitability of the material to reveal the spiritual is most PROFOUNDLY shown in the incarnation: "In him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily", says Colossians 2:9. This astounding verse says that a material medium (a body) manifests "the fullness of the Godhead". As Thayer notes in his lexicon, the word "Godhead" (Greek, "theotes") speaks not of a quality (such as "god-likeness") but of the essence of God's being -- not merely "divine", but deity.
 Thus, so ineffably, do the material and the spiritual suit one another.

CONCLUSION

These considerations should answer the implicit question with which we began: "Can God be found?" Those who look for him on their own terms -- whether they look in religion, philosophy, science, or aesthetics -- will scarcely find him at all. But let God remove man’s blindness and the revelation is clear – abundantly clear.
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