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Lesson 11 – Can Science and Technology Save Us?
Scratch an “altruist” and watch a “hypocrite” bleed.    -- M.T. Ghiselin
Chapter 26 – Is Science Our Savior?  In the 1953 science fiction classic War of the Worlds, aliens from outer space invade Earth and there is no possibility of their being stopped.  The panicked population is forced to turn to God!  Churches are jammed with people praying, much like after 9/11.  But what’s more, their prayers are answered.  The aliens contract earthborn bacteria and suddenly die off.  “All that man could do had failed,” says a final voice-over; deliverance came from the hand of God.  The film ends with a scene of people standing on a hillside singing praises to God.
In the late 1990’s the film was remade as Independence Day.  One of the most significant differences was the dramatic change in the view deliverance.  In this rendition, deliverance comes not from God, but from the deployment of advanced military technology.  A few strategically placed bombs blow-up the aliens and save the world.  Science and technology saves the day.
Today, many, if not most, Western secular people hold the view (implicitly or explicitly) that science and technology is our salvation, taking us onward and upward along the path to a utopian future.  We humans, as the apex of evolution, have the intelligence to control nature and bend it to our purposes.  The solution to our social problems therefore lies in our hands, through the exertion of our human intelligence and ingenuity.  Because this worldview has no name, no label, no church, and no rituals, most people don’t identify it as a religion, or even a distinctive belief system.  It’s simply an assumption of the current Western mind.
This “religion of progress” really took off after Charles Darwin published his theory of evolution by natural selection in 1859.   By providing scientific sanction for evolution, Darwin’s theory gave enormous impetus to the idea of endless, universal progress.  But it was English philosopher Herbert Spencer, who expanded evolution into a comprehensive philosophy covering all of reality – from stars to societies – that turned evolution into a gospel and a secular substitute for Christian faith.  Faith in progress replaced the doctrine of creation and providence and gave us “scientific” assurance that the universe is not really purposeless.  19th century French philosopher Auguste Comte – the founder of sociology – proposed that all societies pass through three stages of evolution.  The most primitive is the theological stage, where people seek supernatural explanations for events; the second is the metaphysical stage, where people explain the world in abstract philosophical concepts; and the highest is the scientific stage, where people find truth though scientific experimentation.  Although raised a Catholic, by age 14 Comte announced that he had “naturally ceased believing in God.”  He actually founded an alternative religion called the Religion of Humanity, complete with churches and hymns and calendars listing special days for the “saints” of science and philosophy – with himself the high priest!
Even certain strains of liberation ideologies (Marxism) see science rather than revolution as the source of salvation.  The idea of creating a new and improved race is a key component in many forms of scientific utopianism.  In the 1930’s the great geneticist H. J. Muller divided history into three stages: In the first stage, life is completely at the mercy of the environment; in the second stage, human beings appear and reverse the order, learning how to reach out and control the environment; and in the third stage, humans reach inside and control their own nature.  Humanity will “shape itself into an increasingly sublime creation – a being beside which the mythical divinities of the past will seem more and more ridiculous,” Muller wrote.  This godlike being surveys the entire universe and “setting its own marvelous inner powers against the brute Goliath of the suns and planets, challenges them to contest.”  Today we see science turned into salvation.  Nobel Prize laureate Francis Crick, co-discover of DNA, wrote: “We can expect to see major efforts to improve the nature of man himself with the next ten thousand years.”
But how does “salvation by science” stack up against reality?  Not very well.  Science itself gives no moral guidelines.  In genetic experimentation, for example, do we want to create a super-Einstein or a super-Mother Teresa?  Are we going to create a class of subhuman slaves to do our menial work?  Science does not deal with the real issues of morality and values.

Remaking human nature genetically would strip people of their dignity and reduce them to commodities.  Today technology offers choice and control over the embryo’s traits so that having a child may become more like purchasing a consumer product – a designer baby.  What happens when the “product” doesn’t meet the required specification?  Will it be disposed of like an unwanted computer?  When children become products we manufacture rather than a gift from God we will do irreparable damage to human dignity.
Many scientists offer uncritical acceptance of genetic engineering.  Why?  Because they have faith in “inevitable progress” – the Escalator Myth that “change” will always be for the better. But clearly, change can be either good or evil – for improvement or for degeneration.  The faith that we can save ourselves through science and technology can be sustained only if we shut our eyes to the human capacity for barbarism.  In addition, when one considers the supposed evolutionary process requires tens of thousands or millions of years to take us up even one step the evolutionary ladder, the idea that we can control our desired end-result is preposterous.  This is utter pie-in-the-sky blind faith.  Many thoughtful scientists find it hard to go along with this blind-faith.  Physicist Stephen Hawking warns that evolution will not improve the human race quickly enough to temper our aggression and avoid extinction.  But instead of turning to God he and others turn their salvation hopes to a civilization of extraterrestrials who may have successfully evolved to a more advanced stage and are willing to help us.  Even our government has bought into this hope and has poured hundreds of millions of dollars into SETI (Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence), scanning the heavens with powerful radio telescopes in the hope of picking up signals from another civilization.  The assumption is that if we discover another civilization in space, we will confirm the evolutionary process, and that the supposed advanced civilization will pass on to us their scientific knowledge and save us!  This is obviously a religious hope – a hope for the world’s redemption.

Carl Sagan popularized this metaphysical view of friendly and helpful extraterrestrials on his popular PBS TV series, Cosmos.  He never explained how an alien race that never had any contact with the Earth would just happen to know what our problems are and how and why they would go about solving them for us.  Why don’t the aliens just eat us rather than save us?  Disguised as science, this dream is nothing more than magical and wishful thinking – a dream based on the faith that science is our Savior.
None of this scientific optimism ever involves an understanding of the sin nature of man, or a change of heart.  It assumes that humanity’s problems are not caused by wrong moral choices, but by a lack of knowledge!  Sagan promised that the longed-for SETI message will enable us to control nature and society, with no need for dealing with troublesome things like morality.  To him, we can control society for its own good through the inviolable laws of “cultural evolution.”
History, however, gives us a more realistic perspective.  The Hitlers, Stalins, Husseins, Bin Ladens and Jongs of the world are not short of knowledge to prevent them from doing good.  They are simply evil.  Bigger and better technology just gives them, and others, bigger and better means to exercise their evil.  It is the human heart that determines how we will use science and technology, for evil or for good.  We don’t need extraterrestrial messages from outer space to give us insight.  We already have a message – it is, “In the beginning God created the heavens and earth,” and “He became flesh and dwelt among us.”
Bible Study:  Gen 1:1; Jn 1:1-3,10,14; Col 1:16,17; Heb 11:3; Ps 104:24; Prov 3:19; Prov 9:10; Is 43:7;
 1 Thess 5:21; Ex 3:14; Rom 3:10-18; Prov 1:7; Acts 4:12; Rom 1:20-23
Questions:  
1. How has our view of the power of science and technology changed over the last 150 years? The last 50 years?
2. What dimension of reality do most secular people ignore when considering the capability of science?

3. What are some of the bioethical issues facing us today?  How should the Christian respond?
4. What is the secularist’s hope of improving mankind’s ability to deal with moral issues?

5. What has history shown about the power of science and technology?
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