HAS STEPHEN HAWKING FINALLY KILLED OFF GOD?
Stephen Hawking's latest book The Grand Design (2010) made headlines with its claim that God wasn't necessary to create the Universe. But can science really disprove the existence of God? Or are there mysteries (consciousness, quantum physics, why there is something rather than nothing) that science will never resolve and that leave room for God, even if it's not quite the God that most religious believers believe in and pray to? Or are science and religion different "magisteria" that should stick to their separate fields of competence? Stephen Hawking also claimed that philosophy is dead too – but perhaps it's only philosophy that can shed light on these questions. Once again Kingston Philosophy Café ventures into controversial territory in an hour or two of discussion, assisted by the extracts below.


ON GOD, SCIENCE, AND PURPOSE IN THE UNIVERSE
The "fine-tuned Universe" is the idea that the conditions that allow life in the Universe can only occur when certain universal fundamental physical constants lie within a very narrow range, so that if any of several fundamental constants were only slightly different the universe would be unlikely to be conducive to the establishment and development of matter, astronomical structures, elemental diversity, or life as it is presently understood. The existence and extent of fine-tuning in the universe is a matter of dispute in the scientific community. Proponents of fine-tuning include physicist Paul Davies who has stated "There is now broad agreement among physicists and cosmologists that the universe is in several respects ‘fine-tuned' for life"… 
Stephen Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow in The Grand Design (2010):
“…the multiverse concept can explain the fine-tuning of physical law without the need for a benevolent creator who made the universe for our benefit… It is not necessary to invoke God to light the blue touch paper and set the universe going."  

“Traditionally these are questions for philosophy, but philosophy is dead” 

Martin Rees, head of Royal Society: 'We shouldn't attach any weight to what Hawking says about god' (Independent, 27/09/10)
"Stephen Hawking is a remarkable person whom I've know for 40 years and for that reason any oracular statement he makes gets exaggerated publicity. I know Stephen Hawking well enough to know that he has read very little philosophy and even less theology, so I don't think we should attach any weight to his views on this topic…I would support peaceful co-existence between religion and science because they concern different domains. Anyone who takes theology seriously knows that it's not a matter of using it to explain things that scientists are mystified by." 

Physics professor (and religious believer) Russell Stannard, Observer interview, 12/09/10:
"… [Hawking's] views, as reported, are a perfect example of what is called scientism: that science is the only route to knowledge and that, ultimately, we'll have a complete understanding of everything. That is nonsense, and I think it's dangerous nonsense, because it makes scientists sound exceedingly arrogant. It's all very well saying the universe came about as a result of spontaneous creation due to M-theory. But that raises the question: where did M-theory come from? Why are there intelligible physical laws?"

The Pope on scientists, Guardian, 17/09/10:
 "They cannot satisfy the deepest longings of the human heart, they cannot fully explain to us our origin and our destiny, why and for what purpose we exist, nor indeed can they provide us with an exhaustive answer to the question 'Why is there something rather than nothing?'" 

US National Academy of Sciences Science and Creationism (1999):
"Scientists, like many others, are touched with awe at the order and complexity of nature. Indeed, many scientists are deeply religious. But science and religion occupy two separate realms of human experience. Demanding that they be combined detracts from the glory of each."

"Imagine a puddle…" from Douglas Adams' speech at Digital Biota 2, 1998:
". . imagine a puddle waking up one morning and thinking, 'This is an interesting world I find myself in, an interesting hole I find myself in, fits me rather neatly, doesn't it? In fact it fits me staggeringly well, must have been made to have me in it!'"  
Stephen Jay Gould on science and religion, "non-overlapping magisteria", in Rocks of Ages: Science and Religion in the Fullness of Life (2002): 
"…the magisterium of science covers the empirical realm: what the Universe is made of (fact) and why does it work in this way (theory). The magisterium of religion extends over questions of ultimate meaning and moral value. These two magisteria do not overlap, nor do they encompass all inquiry (consider, for example, the magisterium of art and the meaning of beauty…
…Religion is too important to too many people for any dismissal or denigration of the comfort still sought by many folks from theology. I may, for example, privately suspect that papal insistence on divine infusion of the soul represents a sop to our fears, a device for maintaining a belief in human superiority within an evolutionary world offering no privileged position to any creature. But I also know that souls represent a subject outside the magisterium of science. My world cannot prove or disprove such a notion, and the concept of souls cannot threaten or impact my domain… I surely honor the metaphorical value of such a concept both for grounding moral discussion and for expressing what we most value about human potentiality: our decency, care, and all the ethical and intellectual struggles that the evolution of consciousness imposed upon us."
Hindu Council director and scientist Jay Lakhani "It's Immaterial":
"…It’s difficult to avoid the conclusion that quantum is pointing to a non-material underpinning to reality. Matter has to be demoted to being a secondary feature. In the words of great theoretical physicist Erwin Schrödinger: particles are just appearances (schaumkommen).

…Take your pick: quantum, consciousness or the unique characteristic of life. None of them sits well within the paradigm of materialism. This does not mean that we have to throw materialism out of the window…. the materialistic paradigm can be accommodated as a useful fiction that gives us a methodology to relate to the world around us. However, this should not stop us from taking a conceptual leap and looking beyond matter. Where should we look?
Schrödinger was aware that the quantum phenomenon resonated well with the insights of Eastern metaphysics. It is that metaphysics – an esoteric, non-theistic Hinduism – which I believe offers an interesting insight into the nature of reality. It claims that the underpinning to everything including ourselves is Brahman. The two words that capture the essence of Brahman are Existence (Asti) and Consciousness (Bhati)…"


See also
- Philosopher Mark Vernon asks how scientists investigating the fundamental nature of the universe assess any role for God. 
- Observer review of The Grand Design, 12/09/10

- Or Google "quantum" + "god/religion" to find 1000s of references.
