Math ematics:

A Christian Perspective
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Mathematics, Modernism,
and Postmode nrism

In the previous unit we explored
the idea that God has created us with
the capacity to use mathematics to
describe and explore patterns that he
has built into his creation. His pur-
poses in giving us this capacity are
that we might worship him and that
we might serve as stewards of his
creation.

However, we live in cultures that
are often shaped by ideas quite
different from Christian ideas. In this
unit, we will explore two views of
mathematics widely held by our
surrounding cultures. One, called modernism, originated in a historical period
called the Enlightenment. This period began in the early 1700s and was the
predominant perspective of Western scholars and intellectuals until shortly after
the middle of the twentieth century. It placed a very high value on mathematics
and other forms of analytic thoughtd in fact, in European history the eighteenth
century is often call ed ¢tohdeperspectye is called
postmodernism, and its origin can be dated around roughly 1960. As we shall
see, it has quite a different perspective on mathematics and reason. Today, much
of the legacy of modernism still exists, but postmodernism is the predominant
mode of thought in Western countries particularly in film, music, and other
expressions of popular culture. Although these perspectives originated in Western
Europe and the United States, they have shaped cultures throughout the world.
For example, two of the most influential ideologies of the twentieth century,
democracy and socialism, are products of modernism.

From a Christian perspective, modernism and postmodernism have strengths
and weaknesses. We will explore them both in terms of their approaches to
mathematics and human reason.

1) Here are several statements made by Enlightenment thinkers. As you read
each one, fill in Table 1 on page 18. You saw some of the quotes in an
earlier unit.
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Philosophy is written in this grand
book, the universe, which stands
continually open to our gaze. But
the book cannot be understood
unless one first learns to
comprehend the language and
read the letters in which it is
composed. It is written in the
language of mathematics, and its
characters are triangles, circles,
and other geometric figures without
which it is humanly impossible to
understand a single word of it;
without these, one wanders about
in a dark labyrinth.

Galileo Galilei (15641 1642)
Il Saggiatore ,1623

In brief, the real world is the totality of mathematically expressible motions
of objects in space and time, and the entire universe is a great, harmonious,

and mathematically designed machine.

Morris Kline, Mathematics in Western Culture,

describing Desca

One cannot escape the feeling that
these mathematical formulas have
an independent existence and an
intelligence of their own, that they
are wiser than we are, wiser even
than their discoverers, that we get
more out of them than was
originally put into them.

Heinrich Hertz, quoted by Eric T. Bell
in Men of Mathematics,
New York, 1937

Archimedes will be remembered
when Aeschylus is forgotten,
because languages die and
mathematical ideas do not.
"Immortality” may be a silly word,
but probably a mathematician has
the best chance of whatever it
may mean.

Godfrey Harold Hardy (18771 1947),
A Mathematician's Apology,
London, Cambridge University
Press, 1941
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