Beauty and Truth

Creatorworship
The American Physicist Richard Feynman wrote, “you can recognize truth by its beauty and simplicity”.  But what is a serious scientist doing writing about cold, objective facts and emotionally compelling beauty in the same sentence?  Is there beauty beyond sight and sound and smell? Is there beauty in a simple mathematical equation or a profound idea?  And if so, does that beauty communicate anything deeper?  At the end of his video essay, “Change”, MIT Physicist Phillip Morrison is discussing the significance of Einstein’s equation E=mc2.  He asks what it means and then becomes animated and declares, “What it means is wonderful.”  He goes on to explain what it means and because the equation is so simple and profound he marvels at its beauty.  So wonder at beauty comes in many ways and at many levels.


But what is beauty? Is it “in the eye of the beholder” or is it an objective fact about an object or process?  Does it have any purpose or is it only happenstance?  What is the source of beauty?


In his book “The Evidential Power of Beauty”, Thomas Dubay writes, “The objective evidence for the truth of the tulip flows from its form and not simply from the fact it satisfies a person’s needs or desires.”  The tulip is beautiful whether anyone is there to see it or not and even if anyone who sees it is incapable of recognizing its beauty.  The eye of the beholder neither makes the tulip beautiful nor denies it of its beauty.  Beauty is objective.


But I do not want to rob the beholder of beauty or of his or her pleasure in beholding it.  Beauty is compelling; it “elicits a response.”  It affects us.  Why? John Piper responds to the question this way, “Why do we get near bigness and beauty and magnificence and excellence?  It’s because that is what we were made for.  We were not made for mirrors.  We were made for standing in front of what is infinitely beautiful and having it so satisfy us…”  Hans Urs von Balthasar says that in fact, “every experience of beauty points to infinity.”


As a student of science have I not jumped to conclusions by attributing beauty to God as implied by these quotes?  Could not beauty be merely the product of a happy convergence of random processes as demanded by the Naturalist’s evolution?  Dubay points out that we know better.  “People know that chance can explain neither beauty nor intricate complexity.”  Chance and time result in chaos. Therefore, “beauty is a powerful pointer to truth because common sense immediately perceives design and intellect.”


So the purpose of beauty is to point us to God and His work.  For that reason I will not be embarrassed to tell you that one of my favorite moments of relaxation is to lie under a tree and observe all of the various ways that it exhibits beautiful form.  My knowledge of xylem and phloem, photosynthesis, forces and equilibrium, symmetry, wood grain and heat content of firewood only increase my enjoyment of tree beauty.  On the part of the tree, its beauty points to heaven in a greater way than by the simple fact of standing upright with upturned branches.

