Independent Investigation of (Scientific) Truth

a.ka. Harmony of Science and Religion
A Perspective of One Baha’i

DISCLAIMER: Anything not directly attributed to the Baha’i Writings is not authoritative, and is likely to be a personal interpretation. Please note there are more than usual quotes from sources other than the Baha’i Writings.

Opening Readings

Science must be accepted. No one truth can contradict another truth. Light is good in whatsoever lamp it is burning! A rose is beautiful in whatsoever garden it may bloom! A star has the same radiance if it shines from the East or from the West. Be free from prejudice, so will you love the Sun of Truth from whatsoever point in the horizon it may arise! ….This is what is meant by the 'Search after Truth'. 

It means, also, that we must be willing to clear away all that we have previously learned, all that would clog our steps on the way to truth; we must not shrink if necessary from beginning our education all over again. We must not allow our love for any one religion or any one personality to so blind our eyes that we become fettered by superstition! When we are freed from all these bonds, seeking with liberated minds, then shall we be able to arrive at our goal. 
…. Only when the lamp of search, of earnest striving, of longing desire, of passionate devotion, of fervid love, of rapture, and ecstasy, is kindled within the seeker’s heart, and the breeze of His loving-kindness is wafted upon his soul, will the darkness of error be dispelled, the mists of doubts and misgivings be dissipated, and the lights of knowledge and certitude envelop his being….

So, what is Science?
I could, and do, teach a college class on what “Science” is.  It is far more complex than the fifth grade idea of hypothesis, experiment, and theory.   Science, ideally, is about testable predictions, which are not always experiments. (You cannot do an experiment about the Big Bang, or the origin of life on Earth, but you can make a prediction based on a model, and test that prediction.)  

It is important to realize that it is unavoidable, in Science as in life, that what you believe shapes how you interpret Reality.  Most scientists do refinement of current scientific theory; most radical advances in science face opposition, because it disagrees with what “Science” knows to be true.  At one time, belief in a flat Earth was “Science”, later belief that a round Earth was the center of the Universe was “Science”.    To investigate the possibility that a radical departure from accepted science is true, you have to be willing to discard what you think you know, and investigate honestly.  Ideally in Science, though, since it is an investigation of PHYSICAL reality, disputes can and should be ultimately resolved by observations of Reality.  Science progresses by coming up with better, testable ideas to explain Reality that are called Theories.  [Keith Tookey, PhD, professor of Science and Math.]

Mathematicians, astronomers, chemical scientists continually disprove and reject the conclusions of the ancients; nothing is fixed, nothing final; everything is continually changing because human reason is progressing along new roads of investigation and arriving at new conclusions every day. In the future much that is announced and accepted as true now will be rejected and disproved. And so it will continue ad infinitum. [Abdul-Baha]
It sounds like Science is the process of investigating physical reality.  Is that important?

"The first teaching of Bahá'u'lláh is the duty incumbent upon all to investigate reality. What does it mean to investigate reality? It means that man must forget all hearsay and examine truth himself, for he does not know whether statements he hears are in accordance with reality or not. Wherever he finds truth or reality, he must hold to it, forsaking, discarding all else; for outside of reality there is naught but superstition and imagination. …. If they seek reality itself, they will agree and be united; for reality is indivisible and not multiple. It is evident, therefore, that there is nothing of greater importance to mankind than the investigation of truth." (Abdu'l-Baha, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, p. 62)
"The first teaching is that man should investigate reality, for reality is contrary to dogmatic interpretations and imitations of ancestral forms of belief to which all nations and peoples adhere so tenaciously….Therefore, all souls should consider it incumbent upon them to investigate reality. Reality is one; and when found, it will unify all mankind.… Reality is the knowledge of verities. Reality unifies humanity." (Abdu'l-Baha, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, p. 372) 

Firstly: He lays stress on the search for Truth. This is most important, because the people are too easily led by tradition. It is because of this that they are often antagonistic to each other, and dispute with one another. Those who are ignorant must be educated, the ailing must be healed, the undeveloped must be brought to maturity.… Is it not better to be kind and gentle and to provide the means of remedy? (Abdu'l-Baha, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, p. 127) (New York - 1912) 

So, isn’t Science the ‘authoritative, proven answer’?

In order to be a scientific theory, an idea must be falsifiable.  If there is no possible evidence that would have you reject the idea as false, it is not science. Science is about discovery.  Scientific ideas change, advance, and evolve.  [Keith Tookey]

"Discover for yourselves the reality of things…." (Abdu'l-Baha, Divine Philosophy, p. 24) 

It means, also, that we must be willing to clear away all that we have previously learned, all that would clog our steps on the way to truth; we must not shrink if necessary from beginning our education all over again. (Abdu'l-Baha, Paris Talks, p. 137) 

In order to find truth we must give up our prejudices, our own small trivial notions; an open receptive mind is essential. If our chalice is full of self, there is no room in it for the water of life. The fact that we imagine ourselves to be right and everybody else wrong is the greatest of all obstacles in the path towards unity, and unity is necessary if we would reach truth, for truth is one.

Mathematicians, astronomers, chemical scientists continually disprove and reject the conclusions of the ancients; nothing is fixed, nothing final; everything is continually changing because human reason is progressing along new roads of investigation and arriving at new conclusions every day. In the future much that is announced and accepted as true now will be rejected and disproved. And so it will continue ad infinitum. [Abdul-Baha]
How do science and religion relate to each other?

Science, however, cannot be used to prove moral or aesthetic beliefs.  Science is more about ‘How’s.  It cannot confidently answer ‘should’s.  This is the idea behind Einstein’s famous quote: Science without religion is lame, religion without science is blind. [Keith Tookey]

"If religion were contrary to logical reason then it would cease to be a religion and be merely a tradition. Religion and science are the two wings upon which man's intelligence can soar into the heights, with which the human soul can progress. It is not possible to fly with one wing alone! Should a man try to fly with the wing of religion alone he would quickly fall into the quagmire of superstition, whilst on the other hand, with the wing of science alone he would also make no progress, but fall into the despairing slough of materialism. All religions of the present day have fallen into superstitious practices, out of harmony alike with the true principles of the teaching they represent and with the scientific discoveries of the time." [Abdul-Baha]

Shouldn’t Science yield to religious truth? Religion is from God.

Furthermore, religion must conform to reason and be in accord with the conclusions of science. For religion, reason and science are realities; therefore, these three, being realities, must conform and be reconciled. A question or principle which is religious in its nature must be sanctioned by science. Science must declare it to be valid, and reason must confirm it in order that it may inspire confidence. If religious teaching, however, be at variance with science and reason, it is unquestionably superstition. The Lord of mankind has bestowed upon us the faculty of reason whereby we may discern the realities of things. How then can man rightfully accept any proposition which is not in conformity with the processes of reason and the principles of science? ….('Abdu'l-Bahá, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, p. 394)
So, was Abdul-Baha able to make statements about science?

Robin Mishrahi … wrote, "As a final observation it should be noted that because many of the scientific discoveries and theories referred to in the Bahá'í Writings were yet unknown to the contemporaries of Bahá'u'lláh and `Abdu'l-Bahá, They obviously could not have used the technical terms applied for their description nowadays. Instead, They had to make use of and sometimes redefine already existing concepts and terms (e.g. the ether concept or the idea of the four elements of ancient Greek philosophy) in a way that they would accurately explain what They had in mind. On a superficial level, this might give the impression that the Central Figures of the Faith did not actually formulate any new ideas about physical reality. When we study Their Writings more closely, however, we come to realise that this only seems to be the case because Their references to such topics were purposely made in such a way that they would neither offend Their addressees who believed in certain (erroneous) contemporary scientific concepts, nor make use of a terminology that had not yet been developed by contemporary scientists."[24]
Oskooi … concluded that Abdu'l-Bahá made statements about biology that were later proved wrong, and that `Abdu'l-Bahá's infallibility should not be applied to scientific matters.
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/stephen-r-friberg/science-religion-and-the-bahai-faith_b_1598473.html 

Since Abdul-Baha himself stated that “…scientists continually disprove and reject the conclusions of the ancients; nothing is fixed, nothing final.…”  it would be unwise to assume any statement of Abdul-Baha about Science is fixed or final.  While no Baha’i will deny that Abdul-Baha had great insight, his purpose as Center of the Covenant was ultimately spiritual and not scientific.  [Keith Tookey]
Abdul-Baha made many statements about health and healing.  However, he also stated: “According to the explicit decree of Bahá'u'lláh one must not turn aside from the advice of a competent doctor.”  Again, since Medicine is a science, we expect (and have already seen) ideas change as science progresses. [Keith Tookey]
With respect to the Guardian of the Baha’i Faith, we know that “The infallibility of the Guardian is confined to matters which are related strictly to the Cause and interpretations of the Teachings; he is not an infallible authority on other subjects, such as economics, science, etc.”[UHJ]

http://bahai-library.com/uhj_infallibility_history_guardian
So while we are welcome to draw scientific insights from the Baha’i Faith, we are forbidden to use the Baha’i Faith to dictate what Science should believe. [Keith Tookey]
Closing thoughts:

"God has given man the eye of investigation by which he may see and recognize truth.  He has endowed man with ears that he may hear the message of reality and conferred upon him the gift of reason by which he may discover things for himself.  This is his endowment and equipment for the investigation of reality.  Man is not intended to see through the eyes of another, hear through another's ears nor comprehend with another's brain.  Each human creature has individual endowment, power and responsibility in the creative plan of God...It is the duty of everyone to investigate reality and investigation of reality by another will not do for us."  (`Abdu'l-Baha, _Foundations of World Unity_)

