A precaution before I get started:  I’m going to be talking to you about God and we also happen to be in a church, but please don’t take the things I am about to say as dogma.  I’m just a guy up here telling you why believing in God makes sense to me.  These are just ideas.  If they help you please use them.  If not please let them go.

Just some background on where I’m coming from and how I ran into the problem of miracles:  I come from a very scientific family.  My father is a marine biologist.  My mother is a biology teacher.  My sister is a protein crystallographer.  I learned the principles of the scientific method and natural selection well before I ever heard of God.  We did go to church on occasion, but it was one of those Unitarian churches where they teach you that religion is something that man made up.  We even did exercises in Sunday school where we made up symbols and tenants for our own religion just to so we could see first hand how all religions were just things that people made up.

So I graduated college proud of my atheistic beliefs.  I was proud of the fact that I didn’t believe some nonsensical traditions.  It was very important to me that my understanding of the world made sense, that the purpose and meaning in my life made sense.  I thought myself superior to those who believed in religions because I was one who would think on matters of morality instead of being told what to think.  

Here’s a problem I ran into: how am I supposed to derive meaning?  How does that work?  Let’s see 2+2=4, therefore don’t kill?!?  Or how about mitochondria make ATP, therefore help others?!?  Science is a very useful tool for determining how cancer cells grow, but it can never ask if it is the cancer cell or the person that should be saved.  

A lot of times this meaning and concept of morality is explained away in terms of biology.  We call it the “herd instinct.”  This is the idea that altruism or ‘good deeds’ within a group of animals is an evolved set of behavior traits that improve the chances of that animal or group of animals to survive and pass on that trait.  So, in short, morality is often explained away as a trick or an illusion to get us to act in ways that help our genes to survive.  So when I thought on matters of morality instead of being told of what to think, what was I doing?  Was I just following this illusion my genes were playing for me?  An illusion is an illusion.  I am no more a fool for following a biological illusion than a religious one.

So what am I left with? Fulfilling my own happiness and desire?  Following my own heart or ‘compass’?  I’m sure a lot of you in this room know what I’m talking about, but I am sick of following my own heart.  I was disgusted of being bound to my whims.  It’s exhausting.  Even if my desire wants the same thing long enough for me to obtain it, once I get there it tells me what I really wanted was something else. 

So maybe I should do what’s best for society because that’s what’s best for me in the long run.  But how is doing what’s best for me in the long run the logical thing to do?  

In order for non-relative truth and meaning to exist there had to be a stake in the ground for it to be tied to somewhere.   Religions offered up a reasonable solution to this problem.  If there is a god who created the universe for a purpose and with certain meaning than of course these things were real.   But just because something provides an answer to your problem doesn’t mean it’s real.   It might save me from becoming a nihilist, but that doesn’t mean things like morality and god were real.

Here’s the problem you run into: Miracles.  See if there were a god and he wanted to show us that he were set apart from our reality that he indeed had all authority over our reality the one thing he could do would be to show that he can break the laws of our reality. There are two problems with this: 1) since I am using my head to think about what is logically possible as soon as I read about something that is not logically possible that option automatically gets eliminated because it’s not possible.  Yet that’s the only way for God to truly show He is God is to do what is logically impossible.  How do you ever convince someone of a miracle if they assume it’s can’t be true?  Let’s say I wanted to convince you of a miracle so I prayed to God to hover me a few feet off the ground.  Even if this came true and you saw it, what might some of you say: magnets, invisible rope, mirrors, alien tractor beam?  The second problem with this is. And even if you bought it and you told it to your friends, what would they say?  If it’s your basic assumption that miracles can’t happen, then how could you ever believe one if it actually did? 
Before we go into the next part let’s get a good definition of what a miracle is.  Any suggestions?  

· Defies medical science

· Defies laws of thermodynamics

· Not predicted by matter

· A breaking of physical laws/natural laws

· Against all odds

· Cannot be logically predicted

So part of what I felt God showed me as I was becoming a follower of Jesus was to bring to mind some of the miracles that I was already believing.  

Something I was steadily confronted with was how I was experiencing reality, my experiential consciousness.

All fear has to be is a release of adrenaline to enhance muscle strength, a quickening of breath and heart rate to prepare to run or to fight. That is all fear has to be and, given what we have learned of the body, all it appears to be.  But that’s not all fear is to me.  

All pleasure would ever have to be is a reinforcement of synaptic connections to cause a task to be repeated.  

All dreams have to be is an algorithm to optimize a sequence of muscle contractions.

For each of these all that is needed is the resulting action - some muscle contraction - and yet we find something so much more.  In between the sensory stimuli and the muscle contractions all that has to happen is neuronal computations… no different than any bits being passed in any computer.  Is that all it is to you?  Is that all dreams are to you?  Is that all pain is to you?  Because this isn’t something I can describe to you.  It’s not even something I can even prove is happening in me.  But ironically it’s the only thing that I really know.  I don’t really know that my brain isn’t in some vat somewhere being fed sensory stimuli.  For all I know in the real world down is up.  The sun goes around the earth and Duke might actually have a better basketball program than UNC.  I don’t know.  The only thing that I do know is that “I am.”

But when we look at all that these thoughts and feelings and sensations need to be to propagate our species we can think of no element of experiencing these computations that is required.  All of these computations could be happening without an “I am” being here to experience them.  And as we study the biological mechanisms behind these emotions we find no evidence or indication that an “I am” would ever be formed in the process of these calculations.  We can explain away behaviors and talk about how bits of information are passed from one biological circuit to another, but as to how the experiential consciousness is produced in the process we don’t have a clue and we’re no closer to having a clue than we were 10,000 years ago. 

(When natural selection can only select upon the things that are presented to it, why do we find this extravagant consciousness tucked away where it is not needed and provides no evidence of its existence?)

What if I were to tell you that the United States had these same types of experiences.  Our country has sensory systems of satellites and radar.  It has neural networks of machines and people.  If enough people fire their action potentials and vote yes it flexes it’s muscle and goes to war.  Are we to think our nation experiences those satellite images the way we experience redness?

Am I to think when I kick a rock the impact of my shoe transduces some sensory stimuli through that rock by way of atomic forces?  The shape of the rock reflects the history of the rock and effects how it will respond to this new sensory information?  After processing this information it moves in the direction I kicked it - all with the impression that it moved in that direct on its own freewill?

Some of you might react to this and say, ”Of course not.  That ‘s ridiculous.  I know these things can’t be having an experience.”  Some of you might be thinking, “Well gosh, maybe I shouldn’t kick rocks anymore?  Or talk bad about my country?”  The point here is that the physical aspects of these things provide no information as to whether or not they are just in reality or experiencing it.

One might argue, “Well, you just think there is something on the inside because that’s what you are wired to think.  That’s how the genetic program keeps you from doing something silly.”  That argument might work from the outside.  Some alien species might look down at us and think,  “How cute all those little human creatures argue that they are more than electric pulses?”  That might work from the outside and honestly you don’t even know that’s it’s true about me.   You don’t know if I’m experiencing reality or just in it.  So I have to make an appeal to what you know about yourself.

There is the saying that goes, ”If a tree falls in a forest and no one is around to hear it, does it make a sound?”  I think this is getting at my point.  When that tree falls it still makes all of the same pressure changes in the air that it makes when no one is around.  The only difference is no one is there to experience it.  Why is anything experienced?  Why are all of these neural impulses in my head experienced?

This is a subtle and an important summary point so stay with me here.  I am not saying a variant of, “I think therefore I am.” I am asking, “Why can’t you think without being?”

When we look at all the brain needs to be to function and all it appears to be given its form we find no evidence for the existence of an “I am”. It is more than is necessary for this body to flourish.  Yet the only thing we really know is that our experiential consciousness is real.  It is something that cannot be predicted by matter, is against all odds, defying the laws of thermodynamics.  It is totally and utterly extravagant.   And I believe it fits any definition we will ever be able to give the word miracle. 

It’s amazing that after all the advancements have been made in neurobiology as to how the brain works we will still have no answer to some of the questions we care about most.  What am I?  Why am I experiencing anything at all?  

This isn’t just the case with our minds, but also with matter.  In spite of approximating the age of the universe, the cooking of heavier elements in stars, the intermingling of time and space we still know nothing of the question, ”Where did everything come from?” At some point we have to accept that everything either always was or suddenly came to be.  Doesn’t this too fit every definition we can make about the word miracle?  This is not a problem science will ever solve.  Science is limited to cause and effect problems, but at the heart of our reality and of our experiential consciousness is an effect without a cause.  We feel that we can rely on science for the truth because it seems to go on endlessly.  But the truth is our knowledge is finite.  Though this knowledge is larger than my mind can hold it is no closer to tackling these questions than we ever were.
Is what I’m saying just another ‘God of the gaps’ argument?  There is a very dangerous mistake a lot of religious people make which is to use God as an excuse not to think.  The pattern is this: we don’t understand how something happens and we say that a god is responsible for it.  When people didn’t understand why it rained they said it must be the rain god.  Or they don’t understand why the sun came up so it must be the sun god.  I said this is a dangerous idea because on one hand it keeps people locked away in their ignorance.  And on the other it leads to people coming to God as an excuse for what they don’t understand instead of coming to God for who He is.   So how am I not just saying that because we don’t understand where the universe came from and because we don’t understand why our brains make something experiential instead of just responses to stimuli that there must be a God?  First of all, these are different types of problems to solve.  One is a problem, one of creation, where we must by necessity have something produced from nothing.  Even if, everything has always been, well, where did that come from?  What made there be something forever instead of nothing forever?  The other problem, experiential consciousness, can only be witnessed from the inside but never observed form the outside.  Since the first step in any scientific inquiry is observation, studying a non-observable characteristic like experiential consciousness is not touchable with the scientific method.  These are problems that are not addressable by science.  Secondly my argument is not that because we don’t understand these things, God must have done it.  I am saying that these things are evidence of there being something beyond our reality and yet very much interacting with it.  By satisfying every definition we can give the word miracle and still holding very much true, when we think about what is logically possible, aren’t miracles?   

Just wanted to leave you with this:  The things we talk about here on Sunday are amazing.  We say that there is a God that made everything.  When asked who He was His response was simply, ”I am.”  He made us in the image of this “I am” and we distorted this image with lies and wickedness that the world may not see but that we know is there.  To think that this creator of the universe would leave a heaven to be hungry and sweaty and beaten and would be killed to pay your debts for your inadequacies just to know you and to show you who He is and what the word ‘glorious’ truly means.  These things sound fanciful.  But what if these ideas are less fanciful then trying to rely on scientific thinking, which is utterly dependant upon cause and effect, in a world which clearly exists beyond cause and effect - as evidenced by experiential consciousness, as evidenced by the fact that something had to of come from nothing for anything to be here at all.  Doesn’t it make more sense given the data to allow for theories that allow for breaking laws of nature - that allow for miracles?  

