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The 17th Century was a watershed moment in Western Civilization; it gave birth to the modern mind.  The bugle call had sounded with Copernius, Kepler, Galelio and Bacon. And now curious people moved out of the Middle Ages, despaired of finding answers in the presumptive authorities of church, tradition and antiquity and looked elsewhere. 

They looked to nature to see what secrets it would reveal. They looked for answers in a source that could not be corrupted with theological advocacy. And they called themselves natural philosophers.  Today we would call them scientists.

But this was not the objective, impersonal science we know today.  These investigators were religious men.  This was a pursuit of the holy. They were looking for clues about God; they were looking for God’s signature in his creation.  

What they found was regularity.  Everything they examined conformed to physical laws. One discovery after another showed uniformity and consistency. Each new formulation suggested that the entire cosmos was orderly.  Natural explanations were rapidly displacing supernatural explanations and folklore.  One book from the previous century chronicled over 4,500 superstitions.  These were evaporating before the light of hard evidence.  If everything could be explained naturally, was there any room for the supernatural?  For miracles, prayer, or intervention?

Norman Cousins summed this up as follows.  “…the more men probed the universe, and the more they became acquainted with the wonder of life itself, the more interested they became in a first cause.  They wanted an unobstructed outlet for their contemplations or their speculations.  When they questioned denominational religion, it was not because they questioned the spiritual urge in man but because they felt that the evolutionary development of religion had not kept pace with the expanding horizons of human intellect and progress.”

The crowning achievement of this increasing “codification” of nature came in 1665.  A young graduate had just received his bachelor’s degree from Trinity College, Cambridge, when the Bubonic plague hit and the university sent all of the students, home.  It was then that Isaac Newton returned to his mother’s home and spent 18 months at Woolsthrope, an estate near Grantham, about 60 miles from Cambridge and 100 miles north of London.

During those 18 months, he thought deeply about how certain natural phenomena might be explained and reduced to mathematical expression.  

In a dark barn, he let a beam of sunlight pass through a prism—as many of us did as children -- and noted that a rainbow of colors emerged from the other side.  He made the non-obvious conclusion that white light was the sum of all colors. Further, he reasoned each color must be a wave motion with a different frequency.  This would cause the higher frequency color having more cycles while passing through the prism to be bent more.  From this he proposed the Theory of White Light and laid the foundation for modern physical optics.  During this period, he also invented the first reflecting telescope.

Next, he formulated the three laws of motion:  First, the law of inertia states that a body at rest tends to stay at rest.  I call this the retirement law. The third law states that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. I call this the law of spousal retaliation. The second law says that a body accelerates in direct proportion to the force acting on it and indirectly proportional to its mass.  Since acceleration is the rate of change of velocity with time, and there was no mathematics dealing with the rate of change, Newton had to invent one that we know as the calculus. These three laws became the basic principles of modern physics and for all practical purposes stand today, modified only by relativity for special situations.

Then Newton proposed his crowning achievement:  the theory of universal gravitation. It is true that an apple fell on Newton’s head, but it is not true that it provoked the theory of gravitation.  The theory grew out of an observation while spinning a ball around attached to a string.  When the ball was spinning Newton could feel the pull of the string on his hand and observed it stayed in circular motion.  When he released the string the ball flew off in a straight line.  Newton imagined an invisible string between every two masses in motion – like the moon  and the earth.  He derived that the force needed to keep the moon from flying off in a straight line was equal to the product of their masses and indirectly proportional to the distance between them squared. This equation not only explained the moon orbit, but also the motion of the tides, the planetary orbits, military ballistics and, yes, the legendary apple falling to earth. 

Born on Christmas Day in 1642, Newton was all of 23 years old when he did these things.

 Those 18 months at Woolstrope were arguably the most productive time ever spent by one individual in history.  However, he did not publish any of his findings.

When he returned to Cambridge in 1669, he showed his findings to Isaac Barrow, the Lucasian Professor of Mathematics. Barrow, recognizing this genius, resigned his position and recommended it be given to Newton at the tender age of 26.  Three years later, still interested in optics, Newton invented the concave mirror telescope.  The Royal Society promptly elected him as a Fellow of the Society. In 1703 he was to become its president.

In 1684, three distinguished English scientists Edmund Halley, of Halley’s Comet fame, Sir Christopher Wren, of architectural fame, and Robert Hooke were discussing the unsolved problem of the elliptical orbits of the planets. Halley suggested going to Newton.  When Halley described the problem, Newton immediately gave him the answer that he had found 20 years before.  In amazement, Halley asked to see the calculation. Wherewith Newton started rummaging through his desk drawers and couldn’t immediately find it.  

For one moment in history, all the scientists of the enlightened world were looking for an answer that Newton had found 20 years before and lost. 

Halley encouraged Newton to publish his finding.  So Newton devoted the next 18 months to write the Principia, published in 1687 by the Royal Society at Halley’s expense.  This monumental work had a tremendous impact on the intellectual climate of his day. It was Newton’s Principia that Voltaire found while exiled in England and took back to France to kindle the Enlightenment.

The Encyclopedia Britannica modestly says that Newton “… is regarded as one of the greatest scientists of all time” and his publication, The Principia,  “has been called one of the most important works of science ever written.” 

Newton was knighted in 1707 and upon his death in 1727 at age 85 Sir Isaac Newton was the first scientist to be buried in Westminster Abbey with the kings of England.

It is said that Newton had a horseshoe over his front door.  Of course, that’s a superstition and Newton was anything but superstitious.  When someone asked Newton if he believed in that kind of thing, he is reported to have said:  “No I don’t, but I’m told it works anyway.”

With the publication of The Principia, NATURE became the new focus of religion and spirituality for many thoughtful and introspective people. The culminating achievement of the Age of Reason was mathematically defining the motion of the planets. Heretofore, the planets in the heaven were considered the domain of God.  And now Newton had proven that they, too, conformed to the physical laws of nature. This elevation of Nature to the level of Religion manifested itself in four interesting ways.

DEISM

The first spiritual insight that emerged from this emphasis on nature was a new religion called Deism.  Deist saw God as the ultimate clockmaker, a God who had created the world to operate by fixed physical laws.  He then wound it up and let it run on its own.  This God did not interfere with his creation.  To do so would have violated his own fixed laws and undermined his message to mankind that the world was trustworthy, consistent, orderly, and dependable.  Gravity would always be gravity.

This rational view of the world operating with fixed, invariant natural laws – with no room for supernaturalism – had great appeal to many educated people.  Among the better known Deists were Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Paine, Voltaire, David Hume and Immanuel Kant.  Thomas Jefferson, while President of the United States, took the time to edit the synoptic gospels with a pin knife to create a Jeffersonian Bible that retained all the moral teachings of Jesus but eliminated all traces of miracles, magic, superstition, revelation and supernaturalism.

GENERAL REVELATION

The second spiritual insight that emerged from the emphasis on nature was the idea of a general revelation.  We are all familiar with the three examples of particular revelation in the Judeo-Christian tradition, where God revealed himself to Abraham, Moses and Jesus at certain times of history.  But people of the 17th century began to wonder what kind of God would reveal himself to only particular people at particular times.  For God to be truly God of all people, he would want to reveal himself to all people through all times.  This would call for a general revelation.  And there is no more obvious way for a God to do this than to make himself or herself – as the case may be -- known through nature, the omnipresent substance of all existence. Regardless of race, species, location or time, all creatures large and small could find the character of God in nature.  It is the way that most native people find God.  And because of it, most native people revere the earth. 

SPINOZA’S GOD WITHIN AND TOLERATION

The third spiritual insight came from Spinoza who carried this idea further and saw God himself in nature. For Spinoza, God was more than the external clockmaker existing outside of his creation; God was co-mingled with the creation.  God was in it.  God and the creation were one.  Spinoza’s contemporaries could not begin to appreciate this mystical depth and variously labeled Spinoza a pantheist or atheist. 

But Spinoza’s thinking went farther.  Since each of us is a part of nature, Spinoza saw God in each person.  It was the basis of his plea for religious toleration since acts of aggression against people would be acts of aggression upon God.  This, his peers simply called blasphemy.  And for this, he was ex-communicated not once, but twice. 

It is interesting that when John Locke was exiled from England he went to Holland where he studied Spinoza’s writings and carried ideas back that he popularized in his writings, ideas that were to become among the foundational concepts of the emerging United States.

FIXED LAWS APPLIED TO SOCIAL BEHAVIOR

The last spiritual insight that arose from this period gave rise to the Enlightenment, a period known for its reverence for reason. The philosophers of the 1700s are not known so much for creating new methods as the thinkers of the 1600s were, but for applying reason to everyday life. 

They reasoned that since nature is governed by fixed laws and people are part of nature, then human behavior should be governed by fixed laws?  If so, what are those laws? 

They discovered that health was governed by physical laws involving bacteria, germs, nutrition, hydration and exercise.  There was no room for demons, spirits, or exorcisms.

Adam Smith proposed that commerce was governed by the laws of supply and demand.

Darwin proposed that evolution followed a law that environmental adaptation favored survival.   They created new disciplines like psychology and sociality with theories of behavior. In 1695, John Locke proposed a contract theory of government in which the primary function for government was to secure the inalienable rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness for its citizens.   Sound familiar? You bet!

CONCLUSION

One might wonder whatever happened to these great insights.  Well, it’s a good news, bad news story. 

The good news is that almost all of the politically related ideas for government found their way to the United States.  Both Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin were ministers to France and lived in Paris during the height of the Enlightenment. Many of the basic ideas in our founding documents were born in France as alternatives to an oppressive monarchy, aristocracy and church-state structure. The United States was rooted in the ideas of the Enlightenment.  The Declaration of Independence was an eloquent restatement by Jefferson of John Locke’s contract theory of government, the theory that governments “derived their just powers from the consent of the people,” …that church and state must be separated.

Well, whatever happened to deism, to general revelation or the God within?

The bad news is that almost all the theologically related ideas essentially died for a number of reasons. 

First, these ideas were always held by an intellectual minority.  There are just so many Jeffersons and Franklins. The closest it came was in the early Unitarian Church which advocated for the use of reason in the pursuit of truth. But population-wise it never achieved the critical mass to spread.

Second, the 1800s rebelled against “reason alone” as being too cold and too limited. There were things reason alone couldn’t explain, and still can’t. We saw the rise of Romanticism that added spirit, warmth, novelty, charm and softness to the human equation, especially in music, art and literature.

Third, the 1900s came to see nature as more complex and less susceptible to simple reason.  At the microscopic level, scientists have encountered frustrating obstacles: Uncertainty Principles, Chaos theory, string theory, erratic quantum quarks,  19 incomprehensible dimensions instead of the conventional four. While Newton proposed a force called gravity, he did not know what that force was.  And to this day we still do not know what that force is.  Reason alone has provided no answer.
Finally, there is always the competition for ideas.  The mainline churches continued to preach their compassionate theology of faith, hope, love, charity, grace, forgiveness, morality and ultimate salvation. This is an inspiring message to many, especially those in need, pain, or fear.

What is significant is that some few people made a choice to think differently.  Instead of accepting the presumptive authorities of the past as being right and deducing rules from them, they moved from the metaphysical to the physical; from the top to the bottom; from what they wished to be true to what is tangibly true. They started examining the minute details of everyday life and drawing conclusions from them.  Truth became the self-evident expression of nature.

And now, it’s our turn. Building on their move to bring thinking from the top to the bottom, I think the next move is to bring thinking from the inside to the outside, from the subjective to the objective. Thinking that focuses on our selves, is subjective. Too often, thinking becomes the servant of the emotions. Thinking is used to rationalize our feelings. It is used to justify our self-esteem. As such, thinking is not an agent of truth-seeking but self-justification. 

I think that many of the intractable problems we face -- violence, greed, war-mongering, consumption, consumerism, and materialism – are by-products of our emotions, our feelings, our attitudes.  

How does modern man get beyond this self-serving use of thinking?  What new social methods should we adopt and teach to children to dampen our impulsive, subjective reactions and to cultivate more deliberate, reasoned, and objective opinions?  How do we move thinking from the inside to the outside?

This is where choice and consequences comes into play.  It is the ping-pong game of life. The choice to think differently – to think objectively -- takes courage and is a moral act.  That opening volley – that initial choice – limits the range of consequences. 

There is an old adage, “You have to break an egg to bake a cake.”  May each of us have the strength, the courage and the creativity to “break an egg” in the pursuit of objectivity, to make unconventional choices and to strive for better consequences for ourselves, the earth and for all mankind.                                                                                                                       END: RRS
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