\

— T —
.

Rz

/el1g1c;n

& Science

History, Method, Dialogue

1\\ Edited by W. Mark Richardson /

| and Wesley J. Wildman

\ ROUTLEDGE
)X/ NEW YORK & LONDON



Published in 1996 by

Routledge
29 West 35th Street
New York, NY 10001

Published in Great Britain in 1396 by

Routledge
11 New Fetter Lane
Londan EC4P 4EE

Copyriaht © 1996 by Routledge

Printed in the United States of America
Design and typography: Jack Donner

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilized in any

form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented,

including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system
without permission in writing from the publishers.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Religion and science : history, method, dialogue
edited by W. Mark Richardson and Wesley J. Wildman
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references.

ISBN 0-415-91666-6 (cloth: alk. paper)

[SBN 0-415-916674 (pbk.: alk. paper)

1. Religion and science. 2. Religion and science — History.
3. Religion and science — Methadology.

L Richardson, W. Mark, 1949
IL. Wildman, Wesley J., 1961-

BL240.2.R43 1998
261.5'5—dc 20 9547045
ar



POSTMODERN
APOLOGETICS

OR WHY THEOLOGIANS
I. INTRODUCTION MUST PAY ATTENTION

My title includes the old-fashioned word TO SCIENCE

“apologetics”™—a word that, for a time, nearly

disappeared from polite circles of theological dis-

cussion. It may, however, be making a come-back.!

I teach an apologetics course at Fuller Seminary—not
because I had to adopt one that was already in the cata-
logue when I came, but rather because the intellectual world has changed in recent
years, and it has now become an intriguing problem to rethink the entire enterprise.
Modern apologetics has, rightly, I think, been judged hopeless or misquided. But what
about a postmodern apologetic? Relating theology to science just might be the single
most important apologetic task in our postmodern era.

To explain this thesis I shall take the following steps: first, I will explain what I
take to be (genuinely) postmodern philosophy; second, I will describe the central
apologetic problem within that context; and, third, I will relate what I have been say-
ing to recent work on the relation of science and theology.

NANCEY MURPHY

[I. POSTMODERN THOUGHT

Several groups of scholars are competing to define the term “postmodern.” It is a
word we seem to need: there is a growing recognition that the ways of thinking
developed in the modern period have reached their limits, have been effectively crit-
icized from within, and need to be replaced. We have as yet no more descriptive term
for what comes next than to say that it is that which follows the modern—the post-
modern.

The best-known claimants for the term are probably the deconstructionists in liter-
ary criticism and their followers in other disciplines as diverse as law and theology.
David Griffin and his school want the term to describe their process approach to real-
ity. In addition, James McClendon and I have tried to claim the term to describe revo-
lutionary changes in philosophy that account for the distinctiveness of self-proclaimed
postmodern or “postliberal” theologians such as George Lindbeck and Ronald
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Thiemann. According to our definition, some of the above turn out to be postmodern;
some merely extreme (and strident) moderns.?

However history settles the issue of terminology, no one will be able to deny that
there have been ground-shaking changes in Anglo-American philosophy, whose rever-
berations cannot fail to be felt in theology, textual criticism, theological ethics and
elsewhere.

50 what are these changes? While there has been a thorough rethinking of ethics
and of philosophy of language, both of which are equally important, 1 shall concen-
trate here on changes in epistemology—theory of knowledge. 1 will describe the
change first of all as a change of metaphors. For moderns, knowledge was a building.
Thus, two concerns predominated in epistemology: the first was to find a suitably
solid foundation for one's beliefs. The primary requirement for foundational beliefs
was that they be indubitable—otherwise the “foundation” itself could be called into
guestion, and it would turn out that one was trying to begin construction in midair.
The second concern was the manner of construction from there on up. Descartes’s
foundation was his cogito (and a mixed bag of other ideas he found himself unabte to
doubt, such as the metaphysical principle that there must be at least as much reality
in the cause as in the effect); the means of construction was demonstrative reason-
ing. For Locke, the foundation was ideas derived from sense perception; and Hume
then pointed out that deductive reasoning—the only solid mode of construction—
could not be used on a foundation of that sort.

These notions about knowledge had their effect on theology in due course. The
only two options for theological foundations seemed to be scripture or some form of
self-authenticating religious experience. (When it comes to foundationalist theolo-
gians, fundamentalists are the best of the lot because, if one is to use seripture in
this way at all, the epistemological doctrine calling for indubitable foundations
demands a theological doctrine of inerrancy.)

Modern epistemology had consequences for apologetics; too, of course. The modern
strategy called for finding some way to attach to the "hottom” of the Christian belief
system some small namber of additional premises that would be unguestioned by non-
Christians and would in turn warrant the entire system of thought. And so, for
instance, Locke’s strategy was to use miracles and fulfilled prophecies as a “deeper
layer” of support for the claim that the Bible was the revealed word of God. Much
later, E.J. Carnell, my predecessor at Fuller, presented as "the axiom of a decent soci-
ety that in all matters where a good man is competent to judge, his word should be
accepted unless sufficient reasons are found for rejecting it.” Jesus was unquestion-
ably a good man and it follows that the whole of his teaching is to be trusted.?

If we liken knowledge to a building, the picture these apologists present is of a
massive structure teetering on a few thin supports. No wonder most have abandoned
the entire enterprise. The quest for an unquestionable foundation has turned out to
be guixetic.
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Theology
Revelation

The new metaphor for knowledge—the “web” of belief—was suggested by Willard
{uine. I like Quine’s sparse prose, and so I will let him speak for himself:

The totality of our so-called knowledge or beliefs, from the most casual matters of geog-
raphy and history to the profoundest laws of atomic physics or even of pure mathematics
and logic, is a man-made fabric which impinges on experience only along the edges. Or, to
change the figure, total science is like a field of force whose boundary conditions are
experience. A conflict with experience at the periphery occasions re-adjustments in the
interior of the field. Truth values have to be redistributed over some of our statements.
Re-evaluation of some statements entails re-evaluation of others, because of their logical
interronnections—the logical laws being in turn simply certain further statements of the
system. . . . But the total field is so underdetermined by its boundary conditions, experi-
ence; that there is much latitude of choice as to what statements to re-evaluate in the
light of any single contrary experience. No particular experiences are linked with any par-
ticular statements in the interior of the field, except indirectly through considerations of
equilibrium affecting the feld as a whole.*

Experience

Apart from the picture, Quine's “holist” theory of knowledge differs in several
important respects from foundationalism. First, there are no indubitable {(unrevisable)
beliefs, There were two different categories of beliefs that moderns tried to use this
way—deliverances of sense perception and quasi-metaphysical deliverances of “reason.”
For Quine there are no sharp distinctions among types of belief, but there are degrees
of differences in how far a belief is from the experiential boundary. It turns out that
beliefs nearest the edge and beliefs furthest from the edge are both resistant to
change. Those near the interior (where metaphysical assumptions would go) are
resistant to change because they are so thoroughly interconnected with the rest of the
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content of the web. Beliefs near the edge are resistant to change because they are
closely associated with experiences—unless, of course, new and surprising experierces
come along. But when they do, there are always numerous ways to restore consistency.
We may, for instance revise theory (a kind of belief located toward the interior) in light
of new and surprising data; or we might instead use the entrenched theory to argue
that something must have been wrong with the experiment. So there is no special cat-
egary of beliefs that serve as an unquestioned starting point for justifying all the rest,

This relates to a second important difference from foundationalist epistemology. For
foundationalists, reasoning (construction) goes in only one direction—up from the
foundation. For holists there is no preferred direction. We may, as suggested above, use
data from the edge to argue against a theory; we might instead use that theory to
argue in the opposite direction—for the rejection of the data. One belief within the web
may be supported by the fact that it follows from a set of premises. But each of the
premises may also be justified by the fact that we need to presuppose it to support a
conclusion we do not want to reject.

The kinds of connections among beliefs in the web are many: strict logical implica-
tion, weaker probabilistic arguments, arquments “forward” to further conclusions;
arguments “backwards” to presuppositions. In general, what “holism” means is that
each belief is supported by its ties to its neighboring beliefs, and ultimately, to the
whole; the criterion of truth is coherence.

Ronald Thiemann is probably the best example of a theologian whose methodology
reflects holist epistemology. He says that:

nonfoundational or holist justification is not a matter of devising a universal theoretical
defense of Christian language-as-such or of discerning the causal relation between our
concepts and their external referents. Holist justification consists, rather, in seeking the
relation between a disputed belief and the web of interrelated beliefs within which it
1ests. Holism understands justification as a process of rational persuasion. “We convince
someone of something by appealing to beliefs he already holds and by combining these to
induce further beliefs in him, step by step, until the belief we wanted finally to inculcate
n him is inculcated.”™s

IT1. THE POSTMODERN APOLOGETIC FROBLEM

Modern thinkers' thorn in the flesh was skepticism. If a foundation could not be
found, or if construction failed, there could be no knowledge. For postmoderns, the
constant threat is relativism. It shows up in comments on Thomas Kuhn's philosophy of
science, where he is accused of presenting an irrationalist account of science, It shows
up in responses to Alasdair MacIntyre's ethics, where he is accused of sanctioning
moral relativism, It shows up in literary and textual criticism, in claims that there are
as many meanings of a text as there are interpreters.








































