The God of This Age: The “Matrix” of Modernism

The technological triumphs are held to validate their scientific foundations.  Here, perhaps, is the most pernicious result of technological progress—more dehumanizing than any actual manipulation or technique, present or future.  We are witnessing the erosion, perhaps the final erosion, of the idea of man as something splendid or divine, and its replacement with a view that sees man, no less than nature, simply as more raw material for manipulation and homogenization.   Hence, our peculiar moral crisis.  We are in turbulent seas without a landmark precisely because we adhere more and more to a view of nature and of man that both gives us enormous power and, at the same time, denies all possibility of standards to guide its use.  Though well-equipped, we know not who we are nor where we are going….Our ethical dilemma is , at bottom, caused by the victory of modern natural science with its nonteleological view of man.  We ought, therefore, to reexamine with great care the modern notions of nature and of man that undermine those earlier notions that provide a basis for ethics.  (Leon Kass)
The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. (2 Cor. 4:4)

In 1875, John William Draper published his History of the Conflict Between Religion and Science and in 1896, Andrew Dickson White published A History of the Warfare of Science with Theology.  These were landmark works that profoundly influenced how the relationship between science and theology (or religion) was perceived in the West from that point on.  White’s thesis was: “In all modern history, interference with science in the supposed interest of religion, no matter how conscientious such interference may have been, has resulted in the direst evils both to religion and to science.”  Rather than being seen as complementary and supportive disciplines, battle lines were drawn: science was ostensibly moving humanity toward progress and understanding, while religion was impeding this progress and prolonging an age of superstition and naiveté.  It is a commonly accepted—and artfully propagated—cultural storyline that has permeated much of the last century in the West.

As most of us well know, the perceived conflict continues to this day.  And yet, there are more than a few suggestions that the old paradigm of the science-theology conflict is covering over a deeper issue.  One can feel the force of it in this surprisingly frank quotation by Harvard geneticist Richard Lewontin, as he eulogized the notedly atheistic popular scientist Carl Sagan:

We take the side of science in spite of the patent absurdity of some of its constructs, in spite of its failure to fulfill many of its extravagant promises of health and life, in spite of the tolerance of the scientific community for unsubstantiated just-so stories, because we have a prior commitment, a commitment to materialism.  It is not that the methods and institutions of science somehow compel us to accept a material explanation of the phenomenal world, but, on the contrary, that we are forced by our a priori adherence to material causes to create an apparatus of investigation and a set of concepts that produce material explanations, no matter how counter-intuitive, no matter how mystifying to the uninitiated.  Moreover, that materialism is absolute, for we cannot allow a Divine Foot in the door.
Lewontin is one of the few scientists honest enough to admit the metaphysical assumptions behind much of modern science.  His statement is significant because it clues us into the fact that the presumed war between science and theology is somewhat of a “red herring” (a euphemism commonly used in clinical medicine, meaning a clue that throws one off the path of the real diagnosis).  As his reference to “a prior commitment to…materialism” suggests, Lewontin and other “scientists” like him could be more accurately described, in the words of Philip Johnson, as “materialists employing science.” So, here we have the real conflict, and it is ultimately an epistemological one.  Epistemology is the study of how we know what we know.  Simply put, the underlying war is not between science and religion, but between a man-centered view of knowledge and a God-centered view. 

Not a New Question

With this modern context fresh in our minds, let us step back for a bit of perspective.  What are the origins of this epistemological struggle?  Where and how did it begin?  Look at Genesis chapter 3 to see Scripture’s answer to this question:




Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God had made.  He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?”… When the woman saw [for herself] that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it.  (Gen. 3:1,6, emphasis added)

Q:  Had God revealed truth to Adam and Eve?  What was the serpent’s strategy towards it? ______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

Q:  What did Eve directly elevate above God’s revealed truth?

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

Q:  This theme is repeated over and over again throughout Scripture and indeed throughout human history.  In fact, a very similar temptation was posed to Christ when he prayed and fasted in the wilderness before launching his earthly ministry.  Look at Luke 4:1-13.  When posed with difficult choices, what was the basis for Jesus’ decisions?  

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

Whether seen as starkly as in the temptation scenes above, or more subtly in the wards of the hospital or the corridors of academia, the underlying issue of our discussion is: What is the best starting point for knowledge?  Is it God’s revelation, shaping man’s thoughts, or man’s reason alone?  Which is the source of our presuppositions?  A careful look at the history of the scientific revolution may offer some surprising answers.


  The Origins of Science

Q:  Before we begin, though, stop and ask yourself a few questions.  For instance, to the best of your knowledge why do you think the scientific revolution occurred when and where it did?  (roughly 1500–1650 in Western Europe)

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Q:  What about other times and cultures?  What are some significant discoveries and amazing technological or medicinal breakthroughs that have occurred outside of the modern West?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Q:  Why do you think these discoveries did not lead to or catalyze a full-fledged science, with the ability to analyze, understand, and further develop them?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

In their book The Soul of Science, Nancy Pearcey and Charles Thaxton take great pains to show that, contrary to Draper and White’s thesis, it was the convergence of Greek philosophy and the Judeo-Christian philosophical worldview that gave birth to modern, experimental science as we know it.  Rather than being at odds, it would be appropriate to speak of the relationship between science and religion as an alliance, at the very least.  Is it any coincidence that in the Reformation era in which scientific progress truly exploded in Western Europe, theology had grown to be known as the “queen” of the sciences—the center of the university, which nourished and challenged all other disciplines?  Although the medieval church had shaped the intellectual climate of Europe for centuries (for good or ill), the actual study and reading of the Bible had been largely restricted to a relatively few clergy.  But with the Reformation’s emphasis on making the Scripture more widely available to and interpretable by the people at large, the development of printing, and the accompanying spread of literacy, the explicit and implicit truths of the Bible began to impact the way people thought and lived on a scale not seen since the early days of the Christian era.  


Why did science begin to flourish in this atmosphere—as opposed to so many others throughout history?  Pearcey and Thaxton write: “Scientific investigation depends upon certain assumptions about the world—and science is impossible until those assumptions are in place.”  The following is a cursory glance at some of those assumptions, or habits of thought, that made Europe a hotbed of scientific progress.  Try to fill in the blanks as you go along, checking for the answers on the last page of this chapter.  Note also that, although some of the following ideas or assumptions were not entirely unique to Christianity, it was the biblical worldview that provided the strongest foundation for them.

1) The Bible teaches that nature—both in its grandeur and its fallenness—is _________ and not merely an appearance.  God made finite objects and thus they have definite existence.  This is distinct from the monistic worldviews of the East (e.g., Buddhism), which suggest that much of what we see and feel is actually an illusion, which can be overcome by enough meditation.

2) Since all creation is in some way a reflection of God’s character (Psalm 19:1-4), nature has great value and is a worthy object of ________.  Unlike Plato and many of his contemporary Greek philosophers, the Reformational interpretation of Scripture stressed a high view of the material world.  In the words of Genesis 1, “it was good.”
3) Contrary to many pantheistic religions (and much New Age mysticism) the Bible says that nature is good, but it is not ________.  Freed from worshipping nature, people are able to conceive of investigating it objectively.

4) Judeo-Christianity presupposes a single, transcendent, rational (Isaiah 1:18) God whose creation is orderly, coherent and revealing of his character (Romans 1:20).  Contrary to the capricious gods of most eastern and western mythologies, the God of Scripture is unchanging and faithful.  Thus there is a reliability, predictability, and order to events that occur in His creation. The early scientists operated on a faith in this ________ that made science possible long before they had accumulated enough evidence to substantiate it.  

In Asia, the conceptions of God were of a being who was either too arbitrary or too impersonal for such ideas to have much effect on instinctive habits of mind.  Any definite occurrence might be due to the fiat of an irrational despot, or might issue from some impersonal, inscrutable order of things.  There was not the same confidence as in the intelligible rationality of a personal being.  (Alfred North Whitehead)

The chief aim of all investigation of the external world should be to discover the rational order and harmony which has been imposed on it by God and which He revealed to us in the language of mathematics….God, who founded everything in the world according to the norm of quantity, also has endowed man with a mind which can comprehend these norms.” (Johannes Kepler)
5) God created ex nihilo (“out of nothing”) and has absolute control over the world.  Hence in its essential structure the universe is precisely what God wants it to be.  A study of nature can thus have the quality of __________.

6) God’s creation of the universe was purely voluntary.  Thus, the structure of the universe—indeed, its very existence—is not rationally necessary but is _________ upon the free and transcendent will of God.  To discover the structure of the universe, it must be explored; it cannot be solely reasoned to (a problem of the medieval church, heavily influenced by Greek philosophy).  This was the rationale—and necessity—for the scientific method of experimentation.



...if the world is not rational, science is not possible; if the world is not contingent, science is not necessary.  Let me put the point more fully:  On the one hand, the enterprise of science would be impossible if there were no principle of rationality in the universe.  If every instrument reading in a laboratory were simply an isolated happening that could not be connected in an intelligible way with other readings, the whole enterprise would be futile.


But – and this is the other equally important fact – faith in the rationality of the universe would not sustain science without the concurrent belief that the universe is not necessary being but contingent being.  Indian metaphysics has been totally committed to the rationality of the universe but has understood it as necessary being – part of the eternal cycle of evolution and involution.  The universe is the emanation of Brahma, not the creation of a personal God.  Its ultimate secrets are therefore to be discovered within the recesses of the human soul, where it makes direct contact with the cosmic soul.  The discovery does not depend on meticulous observation of empirical phenomena and painstaking experiments to test theory against the findings of observation.  Science in the sense in which it has developed in our culture is not impossible, but it is unnecessary.  (Newbigin)

7) Just as the biblical doctrine of the fallenness and untrustworthiness of men’s hearts and minds (Jer. 17:9) helped lead to the development of checks and balances in government that most citizens of western-style democracies now take for granted, so it also contributed towards a sense of healthy _________ towards anecdotal explanations or truth claims that lacked substantiating evidence.  This was relevant in regards to poor theology as it was in the realm of poor science and medicine.


8) And finally, the actual progression from experimental science to technological innovation depended upon certain presuppositions about the world as well.  The 

Scripture’s emphasis on humans’ responsibility to subdue the earth and have __________ (Gen. 1:28) provided the impetus for utilizing the advances of science for the glory of God and the benefit of mankind.

In total, these assumptions and ideas grounded in the biblical worldview provided a powerful basis for the pursuit of scientific understanding.  They not only motivated the search for knowledge; they also guided the process of discovery.  It should be pointed out that the majority of the scientists of the time openly acknowledged a Biblical worldview, and many were even Christians (Newton wrote more about Christ than he did about math!).  Most viewed science as a means of knowing about God through His creation.  They largely viewed God and man, who was made in His image, as standing outside of materialistic science.  To them the universe indeed was an open system—contingent, not necessary.  In their understanding of the universe, God stood outside the laws of mechanics, outside of cause and effect, but reserved the right to enter into it.  Man, because he was an embodied creature, was subject to these same laws, but as God’s image bearer he was not completely limited by them.  

The Scientific Revolution was in part an appropriate revolt against the excesses of much medieval philosophy, which tended to hold a low view of the physical world and an almost exclusive emphasis on the metaphysical nature of things.  Sadly, as is often the case, the pendulum swung too far.  For centuries, scientists—including Newton—referred to themselves as “natural philosophers,” or philosophers who studied nature.  Over time, however, scientists began to forget the origins (and thus purposes) of their technical successes.  Divorcing science from its roots, the Enlightenment’s effect was to embrace science as the modality for pursuing its humanistic end—the hope of human perfectibility apart from God.  People began to simply take the assumptions that a biblical worldview justified and substantiated as brute “givens.”  Today, unlike so many previous civilizations, most westerners simply perceive it to be a given that there is an external world that is orderly and knowable by our minds.  Having forsaken science’s foundations, “materialists who use science” have turned to bite the hand that fed them.  

       The Modern Worldview: Naturalism

This cataclysmic shift has produced a functional philosophy called naturalism.  Others may describe it as materialism, or secular (as opposed to biblical) humanism.  Francis Schaeffer described it as “a worldview based on the idea that the final reality is impersonal matter or energy shaped into its present form by impersonal chance….  Humanism is the placing of Man at the center of all things and making him the measure of all things….  [Man begins] with himself, with no knowledge except what he himself can discover and no standards outside himself.  In this view Man is the measure of all things, as the Enlightenment expressed it.”  

Secular Humanism, or Naturalism, assumes that everything in nature is reducible to material causes or entities.  And, as Lewontin wrote, it is not neutral on the question of God.  In its view, the world—including humanity—is explained entirely by these forces, and there is no God, no supernatural agent, directing or superintending events in nature.  Whatever you call it, naturalism remains the predominant worldview or meta-narrative within modern West.  In fact, it has in many ways become a de facto religion: science is the prevailing “idol”; the theory of evolution provides the necessary “creation account.”  The scientific “literature” becomes our sacred text….

Although science as methodology has produced incredible results, scientific naturalism is a dubious paradigm for living.  Applying the test of common sense, we intuitively know that this worldview is full of false assumptions.  Just ask yourself, “What are the most important things in your life?”  Friendships, love, pursuit of a noble cause—all these come to mind and more.  But, despite our best efforts, science cannot quantify and study these things.  Thus, according to naturalism, they are not part of the world of fact; we cannot really know anything about them.  These concepts or “values” are relegated to the ethereal, private sphere (vs. public) of personal choice and opinion, and are separated from the world of “facts.”

Q:  Think for a minute.  How have you seen this separation of facts vs. values, personal vs. public propagated in our culture?  In your professional curriculum (formal or “hidden”)?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The “Matrix” of Modernism

Worldviews are not just dry static concepts.  They give birth to and permeate whole cultures—with corresponding modes of conduct, systems of living, styles and media of artistic expression, and ways of relating.  The word that best describes the dynamic, prevailing culture today in the West—and progressively worldwide—is Modernism.  As the character Morpheus tells Neo in the film by the same name, “the Matrix” of Modernism “is all around us,” like the air we breathe.  Immersed in its assumptions as we are, it is very difficult to see it.  It can, however, readily be felt or experienced—usually as a vague, inexpressible malaise, a sense that something is not quite as it ought to be in our lives.  Although the Enlightenment’s dichotomizing of the world provides a handy way for secular humanists to placate their innate thirst for meaning and significance—and perhaps even allow for vague discussions in academia of topics such as “spirituality and medicine”—the practical result in our lives is deeply unsatisfying.  As Leslie Newbigin writes, the inherent inconsistency of modern naturalism produces a sort of cultural schizophrenia:

And yet purpose remains an inescapable element in human life.  Human beings do entertain purposes and set out to achieve them.  The immense achievements of modern science themselves are, very obviously, the outcome of the purposeful efforts of hundreds of thousands of men and women dedicated to the achievement of something that is valuable – a true understanding of how things are.  A strange fissure thus runs right through the consciousness of modern Western man.  The ideal that he seeks would eliminate all ideals.  With dedicated zeal he purposes to explain the world as something that is without purpose….  We all engage in purposeful activity, and we judge ourselves and others in terms of success in achieving the purposes that we set before ourselves.  Yet we accept as the final product of this purposeful activity a picture of the world from which purpose has been eliminated.  
Q:  So if naturalism violates our common-sense experience of the world, and is itself internally inconsistent, why is it such a dominant force in the world today?  Is there an ulterior motive that makes it so appealing to us?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Certainly one of the reasons is that we are collectively ignorant of lessons, which we are not taught.  Just as many practicing physicians or nurse practitioners may not remember (or even have ever learned) all of the biochemical properties of each antibiotic that they prescribe, so it is probable that we can easily lose track of the specific presuppositions, which allow for biochemistry in the first place.  For that, the Health Care Bible Study is a form of “Continuing Education,” reminding us of truths we have forgotten or never learned.

But, as we have already seen, many scientists and medical professionals are aware of the inconsistencies of scientism, of the inductive method gone too far.  Yet they remain committed to it because of their metaphysics, their presuppositions, and their philosophical commitments.  The truth is that naturalism is appealing because it removes any ultimate accountability from the equation of our lives.  As Nietzsche has astutely observed, without any Creator/Judge, “Everything is permitted.”  Man becomes seemingly “free” to define himself and his world.  And yet, as with most temptations, this seeming freedom leads to a different kind of bondage.
Q:  What are some of the pernicious effects of scientific naturalism on our modern culture, on its beliefs, practices, and policies?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

If the effects of scientific materialism are so evidently destructive, it seems that the most consistent response by a rational person without God would be to lapse into despair.  And, in fact, that is exactly what happened to many in Europe as Modernism gave way to Existentialism in the wake of two unthinkable World Wars.  Jean Paul Sartre and Ernest Hemingway, among others, followed through on the godless premises of modernism, ending their lives by suicide.  Although many today still follow this route, most of us—especially in prosperous America—have chosen to abandon such cool logic and grasp for purpose and meaning, even when there is no adequate basis for it in our worldview.  Some commentators have called this development Postmodernism—“Existentialism with a wink.”  It is, in essence, Modernism writ large, casting a deliberate, blind eye towards the stark implications of its functional atheism.  We see its influence everywhere, but it is especially apparent in the realm of much “alternative medicine.” (Although there is much that a Christian can affirm and appreciate in some, specific “alternative” medical therapies, the idea of an alternative, standardless approach to life or medicine—whether physical or spiritual—should give us considerable pause.)

So, we see that there is a self-serving purpose in our inconsistency.  Western Man has followed the natural predisposition of his heart, seeking freedom from God in this world by ruling out the possibility of an objective spiritual/moral world. 

Q:  In addition to this, however, is there any other factor to consider as we rebuild a foundation for Modern Health Care?  Look back at the passage, which opens this chapter (2 Cor. 4:4).  From the perspective of Scripture, who is behind this process?  Who is “programming” this Modern “Matrix,” and what vested interest would he have in convincing us that the spiritual world is not real?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

*
*
*
*

The Impact on Medicine

What impact has all of this had on modern medicine?  A thorough history of medicine and the allied health professions is of course beyond the scope of this study, but a brief overview of major themes is helpful here.

Medicine prior to the scientific revolution

In pre-modern civilizations, the role of the healer and the priest were (and sometimes still are, as we can see in Peru) often the same.  The shaman or medicine man was responsible for the physical and spiritual health of the people.  In these cultures, illness was understood in terms of purpose and meaning, not separated from it.

In Ancient Greece and Rome, there were many abuses among physicians, including the killing of patients at their whim.  Hippocrates and his followers rose in protest to this system and elevated the sanctity of human life.  Although they failed to develop a truly scientific method, they attempted to understand illness from a rational point of view, as caused by natural causes, not spiritual forces.  In the Hippocratic tradition, there was a central focus on relieving the suffering of the patient secondary to illness.  The central concept was the physician as healer.
Following upon the Old Testament Israelite practices of wholistic healing centered in the priesthood, Christianity largely embraced the Hippocratic tradition, acknowledging that the God of the Bible was the ultimate healer.  Subsequently the Church presided over health care during the Middle Ages, actually inventing the concept of the hospital.  Physicians were concerned with relieving the suffering and misery of the poor and downcast.  There was little focus on the cause of disease and much focus on treating the symptoms.  For a fascinating glimpse into the mindset of a medieval health care provider, consider the following “rule” from a sixth century Italian monastery:

I insist, brothers, that those who treat the health of the brethren should fulfill their duties with exemplary piety.  Let them serve with sincere study and help those that are ailing, as becomes their knowledge of medicine, and let them look for their reward from Him who compensates temporal work by eternal wages.  Learn, therefore, the nature of herbs, and study diligently the way to combine their various species for human health, but do not place your entire hope on herbs, nor seek to restore health only by human counsels.  Since medicine has been created by God and since it is He who gives back health and restores life, turn to Him.

As noble and holistic as these precepts sound today, the growing dualism between physical and spiritual that we learned about earlier began to separate the church more and more from the task of healing.  The rise of Renaissance humanism completed the process, with physical issues progressively addressed only by physicians and spiritual issues by the church.

Medicine and the Scientific Revolution

Medicine began to embrace the precepts of the Scientific Revolution, and tremendous breakthroughs resulted.  Among many other areas, old taboos against anatomical study and dissection were surmounted, and a new understanding of the human body emerged.  Robert Hooke in the 1600’s discovered the cell (reducing life to a more basic subdivision).  Thomas Sydenham in the late 1600’s emphasized the importance of the natural history of a disease and chronicled many specific diseases in amazing detail.  Rudolf Virchow in the mid-1800’s postulated the cellular basis of disease—that all diseases create structural changes at the cellular level, which are specific to that disease.  In the late 1800’s the work of Pasteur, Lister, and Koch gave rise to the germ theory of disease, thus providing scientific answers to questions of disease causality.  The table was set for modern medicine as we know it.

Medical Education as an Agent of Change

Despite the breathtaking advances, medical practice in the early 1800’s was poorly regulated, and quackery abounded.  In fact, it was easier to get a medical degree than it was to graduate from many high schools!  Medical education consisted of two sixteen-week periods, with the material from the first 16 weeks repeated during the second.  There were no tests, only lectures.  Many students graduated without ever having seen a patient.  

As appealing as that trim curriculum may sound to a weary modern day med student, reform was urgently needed.  By the early 1900’s, things had changed significantly, however.  There was a greater emphasis on scientific subjects, laboratory methods of teaching, actual hands-on patient care, and hiring of full-time university faculty.  Then the Flexner Report, a comprehensive review of the state of medical education in the U.S. published in 1910, revolutionized medical education forever.  It insured that all graduates would be fully trained according to certain standards, and determined that the medical school would assume the university model with a triad of research, education, and patient care.  It resulted in the closing of the majority of the nation's proprietary schools.  In fact, the new Vanderbilt University Hospital was built in the 1920’s expressly to conform to this new training model. 

Beyond its pragmatic influence, the Flexner report had a greater conceptual impact.  The report advanced a highly scientific perspective on medicine and medical education.  According to Flexner, the modern physician was to be an avid and skeptical medical scientist first and foremost.  Yet he also stressed the importance of the Hippocratic tradition, stating that science was inadequate to provide a basis of professionalism, and that the physician needed insight and sympathy as well as scientific knowledge.  He recognized that medical education does not just impart knowledge and skills to its recipients, it is also an experience, which shapes attitudes and character.

A Debate over the Soul of Medicine

A fascinating debate arose after the publication of the Flexner report between two founders of modern medicine:  William H. Welch, Dean of the Johns Hopkins School of Medicine, president of the AMA, and a staunch supporter of German reductionism; and William Osler, the father of modern clinical medicine.  It was really a battle between two views of the nature of medicine.  While Flexner personally realized that much of medical practice lay beyond the realm of science, his report acted as a catalyst furthering the shift towards a reductionistic scientific ethos.  Welch welcomed the change.  He viewed clinical medicine as a branch of pathophysiology, and espoused that the vector of interest was from the laboratory to the bedside.  This is in stark contrast to the Hippocratic tradition, with its emphasis on the patient.  William Osler, then at Johns Hopkins, opposed Welch’s position and argued that the vector was from bedside to the laboratory.  Osler warned against the appointment of faculty based on research accomplishments as opposed to interest in students and patients.  

While there were those who argued that the ideal physician should be a hybrid between the position of Osler and Welch/Flexner, the emergent order was that of a reliance on reductionist science at the expense of the encounter between the patient and physician.  In both their public and private lives, 19th century physicians still largely viewed themselves as physicians of both body and soul.  But the new disease-orientation and emphasis on empirical data tended to orient the modern physicians away from the Hippocratic tradition.  William Osler feared and opposed such a trend.  Both in education and in practice, the Flexnerian/Welch ethos has become the paradigm of medical training and has therefore transformed medical practice via its effects on the character, values, and attitudes of today’s physicians.
There persists a vague, but definite tension between the two competing traditions of medical practice, but the old Oslerian/Hippocratic ideal is losing ground—if not underground already.  Consider the following two statements from the medical literature, each epitomizing a contrasting paradigm:

The good physician knows his patients through and through, and his knowledge is bought dearly.  Time, sympathy, and understanding must be lavishly dispensed, but the reward is to be found in that personal bond which forms the greatest satisfaction of the practice of medicine.  One of the essential qualities of the clinician is interest in humanity, for the secret of the care of the patient is in caring for the patient.  Francis Peabody, M.D., 1927

...medicine is a very narrow discipline....  Human problems and human agonies are medical problems and medical illnesses only when they can be approached by the theories and techniques of biomedical science.  DW Selden M.D., President of the Association of American Physicians, 1981

Q:  (for the medical trainees) How do you see these competing ideals reflected in your training?  ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Q:  What relationship do you think there is between the predominance in biomedicine of scientific naturalism and the rise of “alternative and complementary medicine?”

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

Q:  Can the Hippocratic and biomedical paradigms be reconciled in any other way?  How so?

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

The Impact on Nursing

What impact has all of this had on nursing? A brief walk through the history of nursing is helpful here.  We will focus on the development of nursing, its struggle to assert itself as a respected profession in the Western world, and its relationship with the Christian Church.  It is intended to be a brief overview of trends in nursing history and therefore several aspects are left out  (e.g., the impact of feminism and gender equality).  Much of the contents of this section came from the book, Called to Care: A Christian Theology of Nursing by Shelly and Miller.

History of Nursing

Although traces of what we might call nursing care (esp Midwifery) can be found throughout history and in multiple cultures, the largest historical contributor to the Western notion of nursing as a vocation was the teaching of Jesus Christ. The first century Christians advocated that as believers in Jesus they were to follow His example of ministry to the poor, sick and disenfranchised (Matt 25:31-46, Heb13:1-3, James 1;27, I Peter2:9).  The role of the deacon developed to include care for the needy and was appropriately expanded to include the sick.  In fact, Phoebe (Romans 16:1-2) is often considered the first visiting nurse.  

As the church expanded and the roles and specific job descriptions of the clergy and ecumenical staff developed, groups of deaconesses focusing on care for the sick, insane, and lepers emerged in communities in the 3rd century.  Church-established hospitals emerged in the 4th Century.  These hospitals were quite different from our modern hospitals.  Most of these facilities did not have physicians and were staffed only by deaconesses who provided nursing care.  Throughout the Middle Ages women who felt ‘called’ to serve God and to care for the sick were drawn into monastic orders.  Organized healthcare was being offered by church-organized hospitals and delivered by deaconesses (who were mostly nuns at this time).

A significant turning point for nursing came as the effects of the Reformation (18th Century) swept through Europe.  As Catholic orders were disbanded in Protestant countries many hospitals deteriorated because of lack of nursing support.  A significant percentage of nursing care was moved away from the church centered hospitals and into individual homes that could hire or commission nurses to care for the sick.  Families who could not afford this care were left to care for their sick on their own.  Few hospitals flourished, and by the 19th century most were disorganized and corrupt institutions staffed by elderly inmates, prostitutes, and alcoholics who cared for the penniless and homeless.

In response to this, organizations like the Sisters of Mercy, the Sisters of Charity, and the Society of Protestant Sisters of Charity were formed to educate and train nurses to care for the sick.  Thus, modern nursing was born.  Inspired by this work Theodor Fliedner established the Kaiserwerth Institute for the Training of Deaconesses, which included both the creation of a hospital and a three-year nursing curriculum. One of Kaiserwerth’s early students was a young woman named Florence Nightingale.  

In her late teenage years, Nightingale had a spiritual experience after which she felt firmly called by God to serve the sick.  Raised in a very wealthy family, she was well educated and well-traveled.  She was a brilliant mathematician and began her service to the sick as an administrator for public health projects.  However, she yearned for direct patient contact and headed off to the Kaiserwerth Institute to obtain formal clinical training.  Shortly after leaving the school she volunteered to serve during the Crimean War at the Barrack Hospital in Scutari.  The rest, as they say, is history.  With a focus on sanitation and use of the methodologic principles she had learned at Kaiserwerth, she helped transform the poorly ventilated, vermin-infested hospital into a clean, well-managed facility, and within six months the death rate fell from 40 to 2 percent!

Upon returning to London she founded the first official school of nursing, the Nightingale Training School for Nurses at St Thomas’ Hospital.  In addition she published the first nursing text, Notes on Nursing: What it is and What it is Not.  Prior to Nightingale, only working-class women were allowed to pursue employment outside the home and middle-class women were expected to engage in activities of a more genteel nature, primarily artistic projects.  Her nursing school elevated the practice of nursing and introduced the field to the world of academia.

Establishing a Profession

The Nightingale model focused on educating and developing nursing skill.  The focus on spiritual development and religious association that was present in the Deaconess programs diminished.  Although the Nightingale schools were still attended by Christians who felt called by God to care for the sick, the curriculum no longer fostered an environment that nurtured the maturation of that call.  The difference between the two educational programs soon became obvious.  William Passavant, a Lutheran pastor very involved hospital development in Pittsburgh, made the following observation:

“The deaconess has a Biblical office, the nurse a worldly vocation. The one serves through love; the other for her support. In the one case we have an exercise of charity as wide in extent as the sufferings and the narrow circle of obedient help given to the physicians and surgeons. Above all, the deaconess cares for the body in order to reach the soul. She works for eternity. The trained nurse, like the man whose vocation brings him to the sick bed, is as a rule, quite content to pass by unnoticed the possibilities of an eternal future in the demands of the present welfare of the patient.”  

World War I raised awareness of the need for better-educated nurses and led to transition of nursing education into college settings. The Nightingale program (also known as Diploma programs) expanded to include more formal education (basic science and nursing content) and in 1924 Yale established the first separate department of Nursing within a University.  As you may recall, this was the era in which the medical profession was being viewed more and more as an applied science, with medical schools being organized accordingly.   Consequently, in order to establish the credibility of nursing as a profession within this environment, the leaders of the nursing community began the search to identify its unique body of knowledge and thus to define its unique contribution to science.  But this pursuit required scientific research.  And such research required some guiding, theoretical frameworks.  So, the nursing profession began to work backwards, so to speak, to develop a theoretical framework to support and define its unique contribution.  

Nursing Theory

Much work went into the development of a theoretical nursing model of practice (begun in 1950s and proliferating in the 60s and 70s).  Several theories emerged at this time by which proponents sought to describe the fundamental principles of nursing in a “scientific” (which by now implied, naturalistic) way.  However, such theories were inherently incapable of addressing the intangible issues that nursing care deals with daily (e.g., purpose, suffering, hope, mortality).  Thus, at the bedside many nurses turned to their faith to answer these questions, even as their formal training did less and less to affirm such practices—especially if they were from a Christian perspective. 

Meanwhile, researchers turned to a new paradigm to help bridge the gap with the metaphysical realities of nursing. In 1970 Martha Rogers introduced her text An Introduction to the Theoretical basics of Nursing and began using the language of physics to describe the intangibles of nursing.   She developed the “science of unitary human beings” (i.e., humans are energy fields, illness is an imbalance of these fields, and nursing is the aid of rebalancing). Initially her ideas were ignored, but because she was gifted in designing nursing curricula that rejected the medical model and encouraged theory-based learning, her fame and influence grew.  

Three-Way Tension

Intertwined as it is with the “matrix” of modern biomedicine, most nursing training and practice today is still conducted from a modern, naturalistic paradigm. Yet, the collective dissatisfaction—from both patients and caregivers alike—with the dehumanizing influence of modern, technology-driven healthcare is driving a hunger for something different.  At the same time, postmodern, “alternative” theories of nursing have insinuated their way into nursing curricula.  They have gained widespread, tacit acceptance in this profession that is still struggling to define itself and its role in our increasingly impersonal healthcare system.  At times, the influence may seem subtle—slight changes in emphasis of the definitions of health and illness, etc. And, as we discussed earlier in regards to postmodernists in the culture at large, few nurses actually practice bedside nursing purely from the post-modern theoretical basis. Yet the practical fruit of postmodern—seemingly irrational—theories is rapidly beginning to proliferate throughout the profession.  From “alternative” therapies such as therapeutic touch to complete redefinitions of human health and sexuality, today’s nurses are being pulled in multiple, incompatible directions. 

Fortunately, there are a few still struggling to understand nursing as a calling from God and an outward expression of the inward work of the Holy Spirit.  In a vein similar to Osler’s regarding medicine, their position is an attempt to recognize the value of scientific methods, while recognizing the intangible, spiritual dimension of care as modeled in the Scripture.  In their book, Called to Care: A Christian Theology of Nursing, Shelly and Miller define “Christian nursing” to be “a ministry of compassionate care for the whole person, in response to God’s grace toward a sinful world, which aims to foster optimum health (shalom) and bring comfort in suffering and death for anyone in need.” The average nursing student is getting a heavy dose of both the modern/naturalistic and postmodern/”alternative” worldviews in their training. It is our hope that the rest of this study—and the training environment offered on the Summer Medical Institute—will lay a foundation for a biblical worldview that bridges the gap between them.

Q:  (For nursing trainees) How have you seen these worldviews represented in your training as a nurse?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Q:  Although there is obviously still much disagreement about the topic, nursing was “officially” defined in 1961 by the famous nurse, Virginia Henderson, in a pamphlet released at the International Council of Nurses, as follows:

“The unique function of the nurse is to assist the individual, sick or well, in the performance of those activities contributing to health or its recovery (or to peaceful death) that he would perform unaided if he had the necessary strength, will or knowledge.  And to do this in such a way as to help him gain independence as rapidly as possible.” 

Do you agree with this definition?  How would you modify it?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Summary

In this chapter we have seen that the so-called battle between science and religion is actually a smokescreen for a deeper conflict between man-centered and God-centered ways of thinking.  In fact, the Bible uniquely offers the presuppositional basis that makes science both possible and necessary.  As any good gift of God can be, though, this methodology has been stripped of its context and subverted towards purely secular humanistic ends.  As a result, Modernity is characterized by an unsettling dichotomy: we love the power and prosperity that our science offers us, yet we resist submitting to the moral/spiritual realities, which gave it birth.  The impact of science on medicine and nursing has been substantial both for good and ill.  Though the scientific method lends a powerful analytical tool towards patient care, all indications are that functionally atheistic scientific naturalism is now the driving and dehumanizing modern healthcare.  We have a nostalgiac yearning for the Hippocratic and Deaconess ideals—often leading us down the path of irrational, “alternative medicine”—but a fundamental inability to incorporate them coherently without a supporting biblical worldview.  We need a “third way.”

ANSWER KEY (for questions/blanks on presuppositions necessary for science):
1) real

2) study

3) god

4) orderliness

5) precision

6) contingent

7) skepticism

8) dominion
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There is nothing new under the sun.





 Ecclesiastes 1:9
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Man by the Fall fell at the same time from his state of innocence and from his dominion over nature. Both of these losses, however, can even in this life be in some part repaired; the former by religion and faith, the latter by the arts and sciences.


Francis Bacon














For although they knew God,…their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened.  Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and… exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator...


     Romans 1:21-22,25











The cosmos is all there ever is or ever was or ever will be.


-- Carl Sagan





Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever.


-- Hebrews 13:8
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