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The designation “Editor’s
Choice” means that we can

recommend this book to
nonspecialists as an excellent
opportunity to delve into its
subject matter.

By Karl Giberson

or every action there is an equal
Fand opposite reaction. For every

particle there is a corresponding
antiparticle.

Such dualisms are commonplace. The
philosopher Hegel developed an elaborate
theory of history based on the struggle
between theses and antitheses. And indeed
there is a great deal of illumination that
results from identifying key initiatives in
the world and their opposition.

Physicist Victor Stenger has written an
impassioned antithesis to the entire set of
assumptions on which the existence of a
publication like Research News is based, The
book has a title quite similar to many that
have appeared in these pages: Has Science

Sleeping with the enemy

Has Science Found God? The Latest Results in the Search for Purpose in the Universe.
Victor J. Stenger. Amherst, NY. Prometheus Books , 2003. 295 pages. $30 hardcover.

Found God? The Latest Results in the Search
for Purpose in the Universe. The answer
that the book provides, however, is quite
different.

Stenger, no stranger to readers of this
publication, (see the January, February and
June 2002 issues of Research News for his
work) argues forcefully
that science has not
turned up any evidence -
that God exists. Covering
all the bases, he looks at
creationism, intelligent
design, faith healing, reli-
gion and health, the ori-
gin of the universe, the
anthropic principle, near-
death experiences, prayer
studies, parapsychology
and more. In each case,
the happily liberated ex-
Catholic author concludes
either: a) the evidence is
simply not there or, if it is,
it does not imply the existence of God; or
b) there is an equally compelling or even
better case for a non-theistic explanation.

Stenger's criticisms are aggressive.
Intelligent design theorist William Demb-
ski, described as “confused,” is faulted for
using a definition of information that
“does not correspond to that used in the
field;” the conclusions of Research News
editor-in-chief Harold Koenig are faulted
for being so statistically weak that they
could never have gotten published in a
physics journal; Larry Dossey is aggres-
sively critiqued for having created a “com-
posite” character named Sarah with an
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extraordinary near-death experience and
passing her off as real, a charade exposed
by Susan Blackmore. “Bible Code” guru
Michael Drosnin is faulted for his “igno-
rance of biblical scholarship.” Templeton
laureates John Polkinghorne, lIan Barbour,
and Arthur Peacocke, labeled “premise
keepers,” are treated a bit
more respectfully, but the
latter is accused of promot-
ing a Christianity “pruned
of virtually every tradi-
tional teaching.”

In such a wide-ranging
work there are bound to be
some problems. Stenger is
not careful to distinguish
between  religion-and-
health studies that require a
supernatural explanation
and those that can be
explained  within  the
framework of contempo-
rary science. Intercessory
prayer studies, in which
someone prays for a sub-
ject without the subject’s
knowledge, are testing for
some kind of interaction
that could only be
described as supernatural.
(Such studies, unfortu-
nately, have not done very
well and null results are
the norm.) On the other hand, correlations
between health and religious practice, such
as those discovered by researchers like
Dale Matthews, Ken Pargament, Koenig
and others, have never claimed to provide,
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as Stenger suggests, “scientific support for
a supernatural role in health.”

Has Seience Found God? does not, of
course, destroy the basis for the science-
and-religion dialogue. And that is not
really what it is trying to do. What Stenger
offers in this polemical, no-holds-barred,
personal, often idiosyncratic survey is a
fresh look at the “evidence” for God from
someone who does not believe. The sci-
ence-and-religion community, for obvious
reasons, is dominated by people who
believe in God, many with considerable
passion, and many who have believed in
God for their entire lives. The editors, con-
tributors, advisors and readers of Research
News fall comfortably into this group, for
the most part. Within such a context it is
all too easy to forget that there are radically
different ways to look at the complex and
wondrous world in which we live.

Careful consideration of opposing view-
points can sharpen your self-understanding,
give you a better sense for what you believe.
Or it can change your
mind. At the very least
it promotes humility,
opening your mind to a
richer appreciation of
“how little we know," a
phrase that is often on

read

the lips of Sir John
Templeton.
Do not read

Stenger’s book right before church, as it
certainly does not promote a devotional
frame of mind. But do read it. »

Karl Giberson is editor of Research News.
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uralism” to signal that it is com-
mitted to the view that nature is
all that there is; yet, there are
many potencies and powers within
this one nature that are ecstatic
and self-transforming.

For an ecstatic naturalist, there
can be no reality that is discon-
nected from nature, but it does not
follow that anything I pick out of
the inventory of nature must
somehow link up with everything
else. There are breaks and tears in
the fabric of things, and no long-
ing for a totalizing feeling (pre-
hensive) connection can stand up
to this primal fact. Perhaps we can
say that nature takes away as much
as it gives. Further, anything I
point to is real; nothing is less or
more real than anything else
within nature, We can still say that

some things have more value than
others, but this is perhaps our
business rather than God's.

Take a long hard look at the
innumerable realms of nature. [
challenge you to find just one
thing or type of stuff that under-
lies everything or is found in
every realm. The quest for an ulti-
mate “something” is a holdover
from the three approaches to
nature briefly described above.
Why assume that nature must be,
for example, matter, or a divine
creation or atomistic actual occa-
sions? A true naturalist view says
something more austere, namely
that nature is the availability of
orders and the orders themselves
— nothing more, nothing less.
Where does God fit into this
somewhat chastened form of
naturalism?

Certainly, the god of ecstatic
naturalism is not an extra-natural
creator, nor can the god of nature
be connected with everything

through some kind of super-rela-
tion. Let me suggest that the
divine is an emergent potency
within some orders of the world,
but not all. The divine is manifest
in what could be called “sacred
folds,” that is, those places in
nature that seem to fold in on
themselves and have more mean-
ing, power and compelling force
than everyday realities. I think, for
example, of sacred groves or
unusual natural formations, as
well as certain human events that
are charged with a different kind
of meaning than we usually find.
These sacred folds stand out from
the background of nature; they are
ecstasies, ecstatic releases of
energy and meaning. From the
perspective of materialism, they
cannot be what they seem to be.
From the patriarchal monotheistic
perspective, they must be more
dangerous than healing, whatever
they are. And I suspect that for
panentheists, these ecstasies are a

bit on the scary side and don't
show enough of their collective
and evolutionary value.

Ecstatic naturalism, which is
really a pantheism, honors the
strange uncanny ecstasies of the
sacred. It refuses to paint an all-
too-human god on the face of
nature and lives courageously with
the fact that nature is all that there
is. Thus, ecstatic pantheism or
naturalism is fully refigious at its
heart, but insists that our pictures
of nature must be as broad in
scope as is humanly possible.
Nature has no outside; it is all
inside, but the inside is broiling
over with all kinds of signs and
meanings that dazzle and con-
found our metaphysical systems.

Most racially, ecstatic natural-
ism believes that the heart of
nature is a deep unconsciousness,
2 homogenous ground that some-
how managed to emanate the het-
erogeneous realms that we know
of, and many more that we don't.

Spinoza called this dimension
natura naturans, or nature radiat-
ing nature out of itself alone. He
called what it emanates natura
naturata, namely, the stuff of the
world. For an ecstatic naturalist,
the goal of the religious life is to
live within the power of this deep
cleft within the heart of nature
and to swim along with the
ecstasies that suddenly and
strangely emerge from the uncon-
scious of the world.

Consequently, ecstatic natural-
ism does not need a process com-
panion god, a materialist
presupposition or a sovereign ciz-
ator. It embraces a kind of natura-
listic piety that allows the self to
be shriven of its projections and to
live within the one nature that has
emanated and continues to
emanate all that 1s. In doing so, it
prepares the way for a global reli-
gious consciousness that truly rep-
resents the mysterious depths of
nature.



