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 Our distant ancestors relied on supernatural 
forces to explain their world. They personified these 
forces into superhuman deities.  It was all they knew, 
their first, last and only resort.
 It took an extraordinary insight – by, it seems, 
one ancient Greek, Thales of Miletus (c. 624 – c. 546 
BCE) – to realize that the workings of nature could 
be made sense of by looking at those workings 
directly.  But there was a taint of impiety in such ef-
forts.  Christian Europe overcame this by supposing 
that studying nature was a way of learning about 
the divine.  Muslims, who also felt the influence of 
Greek philosophy, were not so fortunate.
 Two thousand years after Thales, Isaac New-
ton (1642-1726/7 CE), “standing on the shoulders 
of giants,” as he put it, formulated the laws of mo-
tion and classical mechanics.  A scientific revolution 
and the Age of Reason followed, paving the way for 
“natural religion.”  In particular, Deism conceived of 
“God” as having set the world in motion and then 
leaving it to itself.  But by the time Laplace (1749-
1827) proposed his nebular theory of the formation 
of the solar system he was able to say that “I had no 
need of that hypothesis [divine intervention].”
 The apparent gulf between living and non-
living things remained a stumbling block.  But this, 
too, crumbled when in 1828 the German chemist 
Friedrich Wöhler synthesized urea, an organic sub-
stance, from inorganic ingredients.  When Darwin’s 
The Origin of Species appeared in 1859, it “made it 
possible to be an intellectually fulfilled atheist” as 
Richard Dawkins put it.  Soon, the basis of heredity 
was found to be DNA.  When its molecular structure 
was proposed by Watson and Crick in 1953 they 
noted “a possible copying mechanism.”
 Now by this time the physics and astronomy 
of Newton had been immensely improved.  Instead 
of thousands of years, existence became billions of 
years.  And the universe had expanded to billions of 

light-years, each being 6 trillion miles.  But even all 
that could be observed, it was realized, was still only 
a small portion of what must exist, to say nothing of 
what cannot yet be detected.
 Thus have the broad outlines of objective 
reality been drawn: from the very small to the very 
large, from the long ago to an indeterminate future, 
from the non-living to the living, and from phenom-
ena quite unlike everyday experience to speculative 
possibilities that it is difficult to say can even be 
imagined.  Yet none of it requires “that hypothesis” 
of supernatural intervention. 
 At the same time, it must be admitted that 
scientific knowledge – or any kind of knowledge! – 
is not about understanding “the way things really 
are” or what some call “ultimate truth.”  Rather, what 
we “know” is really just how we have organized and 
made sense of a dizzying variety of innumerable 
observations.  This leaves all knowledge uncertain 
and therefore provisional, because new and better 
observations are continually being made and better 
ways of thinking about prior experience can cause 
revisions in what had been thought was known.
 At any given point, despite much progress, 
there have remained many questions.  Even more 
come steadily into view.  Indeed, we have many 
more questions than our ancestors could have ever 
wondered to ask.  Some consider this ignorance 
and uncertainty to be a failure of science.  In fact, so 
long as unanswered questions can continue to be 
pursued this is “not a bug but a feature.”  That is, it is 
a strength of science, not a weakness or failing, that 
it highlights our ignorance and points to new ques-
tions and problems.  It allows us to be human.
 But this inability of science to supply easy, 
complete and final answers to every question 
prompts many people to turn to that first, last and 
only resort of our distant ancestors: “God did it!”  
That this is today referred to as “the god of the gaps” 
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is instructive.  For it shows that supernatural forces 
do not offer real explanatory power but only serve 
to fill in the gaps for what is not yet understood.   
“God” is another word for ignorance.  And since 
there will always be gaps in our knowledge, and sci-
ence is showing us more all the time, “God” can live 
on indefinitely in this way.  Those who turn to this, 
though, will fail to be motivated to seriously ponder 
how to make sense of things.  They depend on those 
who are so motivated to continue the task of prog-
ress much as those who pray in foxholes depend on 
others working to preserve their lives.
 Today in our service we consider that “The 
Argument From Reason” is essentially an elaborate 
version of “the god of gaps.”  But now the gaps are 
not even scientific but philosophical.  These include 
the Problem of Knowledge, the Problem of Other 
Minds and “the hard problem” of consciousness and 
perhaps even Hume’s problem of “the is-ought.”

 Abû Hâmid Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-
Ghazâlî (1058-1111), perhaps the most important 
and influential theologian of Sunni Islam, attacked 
falasifa.  These were Muslim philosophers follow-
ing an Arab Aristotelian tradition.  Similar lines of 
thought in Christianity culminated in the teach-
ings of Thomas Aquinas(1225-1274).  But al-Ghazali 
objected even to the scientific principle of causality, 
writing:

“According to us the connection between what is 
actually believed to be a cause and what is be-
lieved to be an effect is not a necessary connec-
tion … the satisfaction of thirst does not imply 
drinking nor satiety eating, nor burning contact 
with fire, nor light sunrise, nor decapitation death, 
nor recovery the drinking of medicine, nor evacu-
ation the taking of a purgative and so on for all 
the empirical connections existing in medicine, 
astronomy, the sciences and the crafts.  …  on the 
contrary, it is in God’s power to create satiety with-
out eating and decapitation without death and so 
on with respect to all connections.” [van den Berg, 
trans, 1954, Taha-fat al-Tahfah by Averroes]

 Now of course it may induce a greater mea-
sure of religious devotion to see in everything the 
immediate and direct intervention of the divine.  
But it is disastrous from the standpoint of scientific 
progress.  Why look for regularities of nature when 
they are moment-to-moment decisions of Allah?
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