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Modern Physics and Spirituality

According to the “Declaration of Venice”, “today the contemporary man witnesses a significant revolution in the field of science, essentially produced by basic sciences, physics and biology”. And it adds, “great challenges in our time (risk of disappearance of our species, repercussion of an advanced technological revolution, violent irruption of the information age, implications of genetic discoveries, coming of new materials, and so on) call us to reflect on social responsibilities of the scientific society, as much in relation to basic investigation as to consequent concrete applications, and also to the responsibility of the common citizen for discussing these and other pressing current subjects”.

Fundamental sciences are settled on the same field in which common matters to each area of human knowledge are growing: What is the meaning of life? What is the role of man in the cosmic process? What is the place of Nature in knowledge? So we see that the fundamental science has the same roots as Religion, Art and Ontology. 

All this has led the man to enquire quite anxiously about the relation between Science and Mystique. Many answers have been given, and diverse perspectives have emerged, tending always to find unified ways, holistic cosmic visions and integrative ways of solving the human question.

It is our purpose to keep ourselves in the contextual subject presented, but restricted to certain aspect in order to be precise and specific, as much on posing as on subsequent development.

Here is the aspect to consider: relation between Modern Physics and Spirituality. So we may ask: is some relation between the two? Are they complementary forms to study the reality? To what extent, may findings of the one serve to the other? May we expect an integrative synthesis?

Science and Mystique

In this talk the central idea –proportionally summed up– is that modern physics does not offer any positive support, and much less definitive and decisive proofs of a mystical and spiritual vision of the world. 

Simply they believed that if modern physics makes no objection to the mystical perspective, also it does not offer any positive support. More concretely, it is different in relation to such perspectives.

But in the event they did not get their mystique from studying modern physics, where did they get it, and why?

Today there is an overly general belief against the above-mentioned; that is to say, that modern physics automatically bases and/o proves mystique. But it is not so. If this wrong belief is spread widely and rapidly by virtue of good intentions, results have been harmful and detrimental.

In the event that current physics gives support to mystique, what can happen when physics of tomorrow –that surely will come– replaces it? Also mystique shall be replaced by another mystique? This cannot be so.

As Jeremy Bernstein, a (particle) physician said, “If I was an Oriental mystic, the last thing that I would do is to seek for a reconciliation with modern science, since to link a religious philosophy with contemporary science is a sure route to obsolescence (of religious philosophy)”.

Genuine mystique, precisely as it is true, is absolutely able to offer its own proofs (and eventual defences), its genuine evidences, its own assertions.

As a fact, fathers of modern physics were all, without exception, mystics, and this is truly curious. And apparently, the same spirit of these forerunners reaches us now, –the spirit that moved them to be astonished at their own discoveries. And bear in mind they never led anyone to leave behind his critical intellect, –a basic form of scepticism so dear to scientists. And the point is that they felt entirely obliged to go beyond physics by using and constantly applying such an intellect (not emotion, faith, or intuition). So they left clear and precise features for all those sensitive souls to follow them. 

On Shadows and Symbols.  Beyond the Cavern.

Physics and mystique, mystique and physics...

Multiple writings by physicians, philosophers, psychologists, theologians, and so on, have been recently published with the purpose of describing and explaining an extraordinary and revealing relation between modern physics (the hardest among sciences) and mystique (the softest among religions).

Some of them say, “physics and mystique are rapidly coming near a markedly common cosmic vision”.

Others add, “physics and mystique are complementary approaches to one and the same reality”.

Sceptics state, “no, they don’t have anything common; their methods, purposes and results are diametrically opposite”.

In fact, modern physics has been invoked in order to base and refute determinism, freewill, God, Spirit, immortality, causality, predestination, Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity, and Taoism.

In fact, in each epoch, there were attempts to use physics in order to prove or refute the spiritual (a fact that should teach us something, beyond anecdotes and statements). So, for instance:

Plato teaches that physics as a whole is nothing more than a possible history, and that ultimately it is dependent upon evidences of erratic and subjective senses, while the truth resides in transcendent forms that are beyond Physics (that is to say, metaphysics).

On his side, Democritus places his entire faith on atoms and void, for nothing more exists. This is firmly denied and fought by Plato, who wished the incineration of all Democritus’ works.

With the establishment of Newton’s physics, materialists took it as a basis to prove that, since the Universe is obviously a deterministic machine, then there was not room for freewill, God, Grace, divine intervention, and/or another entity linked with the specifically spiritual aspect. But this discourse did not influence idealistic, spiritual philosophers. They applied to the Second Law of Thermodynamics, which clearly states that the Universe declines continuously, and that this can mean only one thing: If the Universe declines, sometimes something or somebody had taken it to a higher state. So, Newton’s physics does not prove the existence of God; on the contrary, it proves the absolute need of a Divine Creator!

All this took place again when the Theory of Relativity is brought into action. Cardinal O’Connell, of Boston, warned all good Catholics against such a theory as a “dark speculation tending to give rise to universal doubts about God and Creation, and to the phantasm of atheism”.

Rabbi Goldstein, entirely against the latter, announced solemnly that Einstein had given rise nothing less and nothing more than to a monotheistic scientific formula.

In the same way, James Jeans’ and Arthur Eddington’s papers were fervently greeted by pupils all over England: “modern physics confirms Christianity in all its aspects”. The only problem was that Jeans and Eddington did not agree with such an answer, and much less their opinions were coincident.

This led Bertrand Russell to give his opinion, according to his quite acute critical style: “Sir Arthur Eddington deduces Religion from the fact that atoms do not respond to usual laws of Mathematics, and Sir James Jeans deduces the same from the undeniable fact that they do”.

Today, usually a surmised relation is established between modern physics and oriental mystique. The “bootstrap” theory, Bell’s theorem, implied order, holographic paradigm, Heinsenberg’s paradigm of uncertainty, and so on, all of them constitute supposedly a proof  (and/or negation) of the Oriental mystique.

Essentially, it is the same story already told. Many arguments may be for or against, but actually it is clear, and beyond any controversy, that this matter is complex and delicate.

May be a good idea to consult the founders of modern physics about what they thought about the matter, that is to say:

a) nature of Science and Religion?,

b) relation, if any, between modern physics and transcendental Mystique?,

c) if physics founds matters as freewill, Creation, Spirit, soul, and so on,

d) which  are the relative roles of Science and Religion?, and

e) if physics deals with the Reality (R in capital letter), or is reduced to studying more partial aspects (shadows in caverns), and so on.

Even though with certain variations, all theoreticians unanimously state, “modern physics does not offer any positive foundation to any variety of mystique or transcendentalism”. Bear in mind that all of them were mystics of one kind or another, but at the end, mystics.

According to their opinions, modern physics neither proves nor rejects, neither supports nor refutes a mystic cosmic vision.

It is true, there are certain similarities between both perspectives, but these similarities, although they were not purely causal, become trivial compared with quite wide differences between the two.

Any attempt to help and support a spiritual cosmic vision with data arisen from physics (whether new or old physics, it is the same) is simply not to understand (or misunderstand) the nature and function of each one.

Einstein said, “The current vogue by which axioms of physics are applied to the human life is not only a complete mistake, but also much reprehensible and blameworthy”.

When they asked Einstein about how the theory of relativity influenced religion, he said: “No influence. Relativity is a purely scientific theory, and nothing has to do with religion”. And Eddington made this sagacious commentary about this: “In those days you had to be an expert in order to elude and avoid persons convinced that the fourth dimension was the gate to spiritualism”.

Eddington’s perspective was deeply mystical, but he was categorical about this point: “I do not suggest that the new physics proves religion, or offers any positive support to religious faith; moreover, I am totally against such an attempt”.

Schrödinger was as much conclusive as Eddington: “Physics nothing has to do with mystique. Physics starts from daily experience, and continues it by subtler means. It remains related to it, but neither goes generally beyond it, nor can enter another field. Any attempt of this kind” –in his opinion– “is simply ‘sinister’”.

“There is certain field from which the scientific achievement is invited to go, and some religious theories declare with admirable cleverness that this field is their own and cannot be properly used by science because the true field of religion is beyond the reach of any scientific explanation.”

Planck and Sir J. Jean share similar opinions.

And nobody can say these men were unaware of mystical Eastern and Western writings, that if they had read “The Dance of Masters” would had change their minds and declared physics and mystique to be dear brothers, that if they had known more details about mystical literature would had find numerous similarities between Quantum Mechanics and Mystique. On the contrary, their writings are full of Buddhism references to Vedas, Upanishads, Taoism, Buddhism, Pythagoras, Plato, Berkeley, Plotinus, Schopenhauer, Hegel, Kant, virtually to the whole pantheon of perennial philosophers, and even so their opinion was such as we noted.

They were perfectly conscious of an essential principle in Perennial Philosophy –in mystical consciousness, subject and object are one in the act of knowledge; and they knew that certain philosophers stated that Heisenberg’s Principle of Inclusion and the principle of correspondence sustained this theory, since for a subject to know the object, he must “interfere” it, and this proved that the duality subject-object was transcended (surpassed) by modern physics. None of them believed in this statement.

The following argument serves to put the things in order: description of central mystical experience may be this: in mystical experience, you apprehend directly and immediately the Reality without a mediator, or a symbolic construction, conceptualisation, or abstraction of any kind. Subject and object become an act beyond time and space surpassing mediation of any form. Mystics talk about contact of the Reality in its totality, sameness, completeness, and so on, with no intermediaries of any kind, beyond words, symbols, thoughts, images and names.

Now, when a physicist looks at the quantum reality (whether relativistic or not), he is not observing things in themselves, what they are in themselves (noumenon), direct, non-interfered reality. This physicist is observing markedly abstract differential equations as a whole, not the reality itself, but mathematical symbols representing the reality (in a better or worse way).

Bohr says: “One should admit we deal with a purely symbolic procedure. Therefore, our space-time vision is ultimately dependent upon these abstractions”. Jeans was more specific: “We never can understand what the events are, but we should reduce us to describe events as a whole in mathematical terms; no other end is possible. Physicists that try to understand nature may work on many diverse fields and with a wide variety of methods; one can dig, other can sow, other can mow, and other can collect. But the final harvest will ever be a handful of mathematical formulae. These formulae never can describe nature itself. Our studies never can make us contact the reality”.

Role and Meaning of Using Models

What an absolute, radical and irreversible difference with mystique!

Any supposition about significant similarities in physics and mystique entails to state that mystique is basically a new symbolical abstraction, for it is totally true that physics is so. And this represents a big confusion.

See how all this leads us to weight things differently:

                                           Mystique                                           Reality

                                            Physics                                             Symbolism, Abstraction

In other words: Physics deals with the world of shadows (symbols), not with the reality in force beyond the cavern (but mystique does deal with this other Reality).

But, then how is it that fathers of modern physics were mystics? Obviously, here there is something substantial! And this is disconnected from a shared cosmic vision, or a similarity of purposes and results! So, what gave them a momentum to go beyond shadows? And what did the new physicists teach them that was not in the old physics?

The point is that now physicists are more aware of dealing with shadows (that is to say, with symbols), not with the Reality itself. Democritus had already talked about such a character, but right now we are fully conscious of this.

And it was this limitation of physics that has led to come back to the centre of human consciousness for more and better cognition, and to go beyond the conditioned world of shadows.

A more careful analysis

Let us go to a further detailed analysis of relations between Science and Religion, their respective natures, methods and fields. First we define Science, and we have diverse choices to this end, according to which Religion can be assimilated or not as Science. Previous to this, it is more relevant to make a difference between method and field of Science.

Method of Science: It refers to ways and means that, independently of definition of Science adopted, the latter (that is, Science) collects facts, data and/or information, and applies to confirm or refute propositions in relation to those facts.

In other words, method refers to ways by which Science arranges to develop knowledge.

Field of Science It refers to classes of events or phenomena that are or can become an object of investigation.

That is to say, Method refers to epistemology Science, while Field refers to its ontology.

Instead of asking somewhat loosely, what is Science?, it is better to ask these questions, what is scientific method?, and what is scientific field?

Scientific Method It is a procedure tending to acquire (gain) knowledge, in which hypotheses are (instrumentally or experimentally) proved in relation to experience (data) that are potentially public or open (or able) to repetition (confirmation or refutation) by colleagues (specialists). In simpler words, scientific method involves those affirmations than can be validated or refuted experimentally. See that nothing has been said about Field (!), and you may apply it to any art in which prescribed conditions are fulfilled.

A consequence of this is that the dividing line between scientific and non-scientific does not coincide with the line that separates physical from metaphysical.

The dividing line is between the experimentally possible of being proved and what it is not so (being merely dogmatic). The first is exposed to confirmation or refutation, based on an open experience, while the second is based upon something as succinct as for instance: it is so because I (or any person) say so”.

If Science were restricted to the sensory (field made of objects able to a physical-sensory register) then Mathematics, Logic, Psychology and Sociology could not be called Sciences, because central elements of their related fields are non-sensory, non-empirical, non-physical, and even metaphysical.

Now we wonder what field is the scientific method applicable to? Previous to an analysis of this point, we pose us: What are the fields existent? That is to say, what ontology shall we accept? Not considering this in detail, we shall adopt the so-called “Big Chain of Being”.

Spirit


Numbers refer to levels. Letters, we’ll see. No problem with life and mind in terms of matter. For field of the soul we’ll understand the field of Platonic forms, archetypes, angelic forms, and so on. In this field the duality subject-object persists; the soul apprehends the being and is in communion with God, but an unyielding barrier still remains between the two. But on level 5 (field of the Spirit), the soul is the Great Being in a non-dual state of radical intuition and highest identity, known by these names: gnosis, nirvikalpa, satori, kensho, jñana, and so on.

We’ll not discuss the word spirit, for this entails serious semantic troubles and inevitable paradoxes. Simply we say that it IS, that is to say, is beyond any qualification and characterisation. 

See how each level of the “Big Chain” inclusively goes beyond previous levels, thence its constitutive hierarchy. Also pay attention to the location of the (transcendent and immanent Spirit). When we refer to the transcendent aspect (level 5) we write down spirit, and when we refer to immanent aspect we’ll put Spirit.

What do we understand for Religion? Religion accedes to and deals with levels 4 and 5 (especially, 5).

And we wonder, in this sense, might religious phenomena constitute its own field for the scientific method? The answer is yes!

So, what about the conflict between Science and Religion?

The confusion between the above-mentioned scales (that is, between field and method) leads to associate science with what is low (level 1) and genuine, and religion means “lofty and subjective”. Obviously this never can be solved, since both sides share a part of the truth. No battle (confrontation) is possible between higher dimensions and lower dimensions of the reality (because the former transcends inclusively the latter).

But certainly there is a real confrontation between genuine knowledge and non-genuine knowledge.  And this confrontation takes place on all levels (1-5) and concerns to statements that can be tested openly and freely through suitable experiences against those that are dogmatic and cannot be validated or refuted.

So this confrontation does not take place between Science and Religion, but between genuine and false. Accordingly, it is possible to talk about an alliance between genuine science and genuine religion, against pseudo-scientific statements with no experimental basis, and only justified by dogmatic assertions.

Are methods of spiritual sciences the same as those of physical sciences?

Yes and No. Yes in the sense that an essential methodological view is identical for all genuine sciences (that is to say, all statements of knowledge should be ultimately established upon the basis of a direct experience). 

No in the sense that each field has overly differential characteristics, and scientific method concretely applied assumes its own forms in each field and in relation to such a field.

So we have unity in a diversity of knowledge: unity as for methodological views that entail unity of knowledge underlying a diversity of phenomena.

Are there significant parallels between phenomena emerged from Physics and phenomena that Mystique considers as its own?

In this sense we want to discuss findings, results, data and phenomena of both Physical Science and Mystical Science, and to ascertain if they have in common (share) significant parallel features.

The answer is No (or at most, some trivial aspects). And we have marked this in the beginning. If for a central mystical activity we mean an experience and direct knowledge on the spiritual field, then some type of parallelisms shall exist between both findings of physics and mystique, simply because we can expect some kind of (although poor and few) similarities between levels 1 and 5. But such similarities are rather trivial, because of the abyssal difference in dimensions of Being. Any over-dimension or emphasis on such parallelisms invites to be totally confused as for the two fields (their objectives) under consideration.

Parallelisms spread in a popular way usually end with such statements as this:

“all things are interrelated in a holistic way.”

In the event this statement is not absolutely incorrect, still remains trivial. Particularly, things are not mutually, symmetrically and hierarchically related, for in the field of manifestation, symmetric and hierarchic relations are as much important as mutual and equivalent relations. For instance: time.

But if this comes true, it tells us nothing new, for Newtonian physicists already say everything in the universe is related to everything by an instantaneous action at a distance (sic, holistic concept).

But are not physics and mystique simply two different ways of coming closer to the same underlying reality?

Answer: No1, No2 , Yes and No3.

In the event we want to mean for underlying reality spirit (level 5), then:

1) Physics and Mystique do not deal with the same reality, but with two very different levels (or dimensions) of the reality; this is a confusion to avoid at any price.

2) In the event you want to mean Spirit for Reality in an immanent sense, then any comparison is impossible and we only can add that when you cannot and must not talk,                                                     then to be quiet is the best.

3) In the event you mean Totality of each existing thing for the Reality, then obviously Physics and Mystique are parts or aspects of the Totality, and at most we can “invent” a trivial tautology. And while this may be impressive for many people, as soon as you investigate it in detail, it just leads to spurious (or false) scientific assertions founding surmised mystical truths, which at the most are not good for a genuine Mystique or a true Science.

4) Finally, in the event that for an “underlying reality” you want to mean openly Spirit, then you are attributing the peculiar quality of sameness to the Spirit, which is not a proper way of understanding it.

5) And precisely this attribution constitutes the basis of a considerable success in popular literature about fusion of Physics and Mystique. When they asked of the King Charles II an explanation about the wide popularity of certain mediocre preacher, he replied:

“I assume his lack of sense and absence of rigour fit to them (his audience)”. (Sic!)

Some additional elucidation about our diagram

In the “Big Chain”, each level transcends and includes the previous one; so, 1 represented by A, 2 by A+B, and so on.

There are more significant parallels between 1 and 2, than between 1 and 4, or 2 and 5. Physics has found 4 essential (or primary) forces: gravitational, magnetic, nuclear strong and nuclear weak.

In 2, other forces are added to the latter: motive capacity, instincts, desires, and so on.  So, other forces are added as we pass from one level to another.

There is an effort tending to isolate and characterise some features common among all these forces, which demand to be quite careful. And attempts have failed or gave way to trivial –although true– generalisations (for instance, in each level there are forces of attraction and repulsion; symmetric relations, and so on). The point is that each higher level, as it goes beyond its predecessors, does not admit to be in parallel with them, since is “emerging, creative, new, transcendent” in relation to them. 

In short, you may cut the ontological cake as you wish, because findings made by physics and mystique have very few common things, and you can just consider some trivial tautologies by which the two state to constitute and deal with different aspects of the one and same reality.

But, an interdiscipline is useful and needful, and in such a sense these efforts are valid in order to harmonise physics with a wider cosmic vision, that is to say, not confirming or refuting, but simply not contradicting. Why is a (forced) marriage of Physics and Mystique risky: 

1) It mistakes finite and relative assertions for eternal and absolute verities.

2) It makes believe that, in order to get mystical consciousness, we should learn just a new vision of the world and, if Physics and Mystique are simply (and only) two different approaches to one and the same reality, why to deal with and focus the one and same reality for years of spiritual toil in order to reach the Enlightenment?

3) A deeply reductive approach is something quite ironic in this matter as a whole.
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