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I did like James Gleick’s book THE INFORMATION: A HISTORY, A 

THEORY, A FLOOD.   It’s all about something essential to my own 

life, but which I hardly understand at all:  information.   I hope to 

share in this Blog Series some things I learned, and also to share 

information about what I don’t understand.   Much of this latter part 

has to do with the science of how voluminous information is 

converted mathematically to signs and symbols which can then be 

readily transferred to distant points.  Thus huge files – photographs I 

send over the internet – can be converted to a format that enables their wireless transfer 

from one destination to another. 

As Gleick says, it is probably nigh unto impossible for us to understand what it is to live 

in a pre-literate culture.  Our lives are so shaped by words and the logic which words 

allow, even for the illiterate among us.  Even pre-schooled three-year olds recognize the 

signs and symbols of their favorite fast food restaurant. 

Symbols additionally allow increasingly abstract thinking, and greater analysis of the 

data and ideas they represent. 

―Logic might be imagined to exist independent of writing—syllogisms can be spoken as 

well as written—but it did not.  Speech is too fleeting to allow for analysis.  Logic 

descended from the written word…   Only with writing does narrative structure come 

to embody sustained rational argument.‖ (pp 37-38) 

 

Cuneiform 

As Gleick points out in pre-literate culture, the spoken word has no permanency.  It 

dissipates quickly and can’t be analyzed very well.  The meaning of the spoken word is 

also not completely fixed and though ideas can be shared with those who speak the same 
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language, between languages there is even more difficulties in communication.   Words 

are understood in context; the spoken word has no text to contextualize. 

John’s Gospel introduces the idea of information with: ―In the beginning was the 

word…‖ (John 1:1).  Yet at that beginning point spelling did not exist, an alphabet did 

not exist, so the Word is nothing like what we moderns imagine, shaped by our literate 

culture.  “The Word” in that context of “the beginning” denotes something completely 

different than we imagine: more idea or reason than printed letters.  That original 

“Word” did not have form – letters, a beginning letter and a last letter with other letters 

between in a particular order.  It had no beginning or end, it was a divine spoken word: 

a Word to be vocalized and heard, more like music to the ear than a score upon a page. 

 

God said, ―Let there be light…‖   (Genesis 1:3), and 

the miracle occurs that the spoken word – a sound 

produces light which is something to be seen.   

Words still do that in our minds when we hear 

someone say something, we understand because 

ideas and images form in our minds from what we hear.   They do become “incarnate” in 

the synapses of our brain, but still they are not printed letters. 

 

Of course in Genesis 1 there were no hearers, no seers, to give 

form to the Word.  The “Word” – “let there be…” – simply IS  

the Greek  “o On.” 

The Word was eventually translated into writing, the Scriptures.  

Now the message became less ethereal and more material.  

Writing became the first “artificial memory” which enabled 

words and meaning to be studied and observed and 

restructured.   The ancients worried about this. 

―Plato ( channeling the nonwriter Socrates) warned 

that this technology (writing – my note) meant 

impoverishment: 

‗For this invention will produce forgetfulness in the 

minds of those who learn to use it, because they will 

not practice their memory.  Their trust in writing, 

produced by external characters which are no part 
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of themselves, will discourage the use of their own memory within them.  You have 

invented an elixir not of memory, but of reminding; and you offer your pupils the 

appearance of wisdom, not true wisdom.‘‖  (p30) 

 

The Word, The Information, The Bit (II) 

Posted on September 13, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 2nd Blog in this essay series reflecting on James Gleick’s 

bookTHE INFORMATION: A HISTORY, A THEORY, A FLOOD.   The first 

blog is The Word, The Information, The Bit (1). 

Socrates (d. 399 BC) according to Plato (d. 347 BC) worried that humans 

would become increasingly forgetful due to the invention of writing.  The 

written word would mean memorization was obsolete.  There would be 

nothing for students to learn. 

Repetition was the mother of all learning, learning mostly meant memorizing the 

wisdom of the past.   The written word was a technology that though making  a more 

permanent record (memory!),  threatened the very nature of what learning was thought 

to be.  You no longer needed to memorize to be wise if you knew how to read and how to 

research.  And the written language allowed not just memorization but also analysis. 

―In the ancient world, alphabetical lists scarcely appeared until around 250BCE, in 

papyrus texts from Alexandria.  The great library there seems to have used at least 

some alphabetization in organizing its books.  The need for such an artificial ordering 

scheme arises only with large collections of data, not otherwise ordered.  And the 

possibility of alphabetical order arises only in languages possessing an alphabet: a 

discrete small symbol set with its own conventional sequence…‖ (p 58) 

 

Hieroglyphics 
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Ordering letters and then books by alphabetizing helped make the written language 

even more useful since greater quantities of information could now be found even in 

large collections of writings.  There was then a leap from the technology of writing to the 

technology of machines which could reproduce, use and code writing. 

Charles Babbage (d. 1871) became fascinated by a loom whose weaving pattern was 

controlled by punch cards. 

―Inspiring him, as well, was the loom on display in the Strand, invented byJoseph-

Marie Jacquard, controlled by instructions encoded and stored as holes punched in 

cards. 

What caught Babbage‘s fancy was not the weaving, but rather the encoding, from one 

medium to another, of patterns.‖ (p 109) 

An artist designed the cards, the weaver could use different threads and colors to 

produce the artist’s patterns.   A machine that could convert abstract ideas into physical 

things, and cards that could store memory – the artist’s patterns.  The basis for 

computing was being formed.  And collaboration between art and science was being 

established. 

―The invention of writing had catalyzed logic, by making it possible to reason about 

reasoning—to hold a train of thought up before the eyes for examination—and now, all 

these centuries later, logic was reanimated with the invention of machinery that could 

work upon symbols.  In logic and mathematics, the highest forms of reasoning, 

everything seemed to be coming together.‖  (p 177) 

The use of machines gave rise to a mechanical view of the 

universe.  Everything was following a pattern, perhaps pre-

determined, and science was intent upon discovering those 

patterns in order to explain the universe.  But then these 

machines opened to our observation the atomic world and 

sub-atomic world, and suddenly the world was not quite as 

predictable as thought. 

―It used to be supposed in Science that if everything was known about the Universe at 

any particular moment then we can predict what it will be through all the future. . . .  

More modern science however has come to the conclusion that when we are dealing 

with atoms and electrons we are quite unable to know the exact state of them; our 
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instruments being made of atoms and electrons themselves.‖  (Alan Turing  d 1954, p 

212) 

What science was becoming aware of is the notion of entropy – randomness that was 

actually related to the idea of information.    Randomness which could be measured – it 

contained information.  Heat for example is caused by the random motion of atoms.  

That randomness can be measured, and so can the “unavailability” of energy be 

measured.   Such randomness and “unavailability” actually contain information! (pp 

270-271) 

The Word, The Information, The Bit (III) 

Posted on September 15, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 3rd blog in this essay series reflecting on James Gleick’s bookTHE 

INFORMATION: A HISTORY, A THEORY, A FLOOD.   The first blog is The 

Word, The Information, The Bit (1) and the immediately preceding blog 

is The Word,  The Information, The Bit (II). 

 

The 20th Century saw in science an increased understanding of the importance of 

entropy and randomness in physics.  The concept of randomness had implications for 

other fields as well including biology and the emerging science of encryption and 

information theory.  It became clear that the standard for science – Newtonian physics 

– did not accurately describe the atomic and sub-atomic worlds.   At the atomic level the 

universe did not function like a predictable machine, but rather there existed a 

randomness in motion, and a tendency for all things to move toward entropy – a total 

randomness. 

Living things actually survive by undoing the randomness 

apparent in the atomic world.  ―In other words, the 

organism sucks orderliness from it surroundings.‖  Or, 

as Erwin Schroedinger (d. 1961) described it:  ―To put it less 

paradoxically, the essential thing in metabolism is that the 

organism succeeds in freeing itself from all the entropy it 

cannot help producing while alive.‖ (p 283)  In many ways, 

living things are computing information from their 

surroundings, turning randomness into life with its ordered cells. 
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The world of physics and mathematics and the study of biology and even human 

language was becoming more clearly the same study, all of it having a measurable 

mathematical and logical basis.  Randomness it was realized may not mean blind 

chance, since it to contained measurable information. 

―‘Chance is only the measure of our ignorance,‘ Henri Poincare famously said. 

‗Fortuitous phenomena are by definition those whose laws we do not know.‘ … such 

phenomena as the scattering of raindrops, their causes physically determined but so 

numerous and complex as to be unpredictable.  In physics—or whatever natural 

processes seem unpredictable—apparent randomness maybe noise or may arise from 

deeply complex dynamics.‖   (p 326) 

It reminds me a great deal of Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s  (d. 1881) 

argument that the apparent randomness of world events which 

caused some to disbelieve in God caused him to think that there 

is an orderliness to the world and a logic which is beyond 

human rationality.  It thus spoke to him that there was a God 

whose logic and rational is simply beyond our capacity to 

comprehend.    We think we can know all there is to know and 

thus can understand everything.  Even modern science says this is not true.  That there 

is mystery in the universe is not merely a mystical thought of religion. 

Modern information theory and quantum physics emerge from this history of 

information – from the spoken word, to the printed word, to the electronic word.  All of 

the inventions related to the word – from writing to printing thus have shaped the very 

way we understand the universe.  That is why it is somewhat amazing to me that Gleick 

only gives honorable mention to Gutenberg’s printing press.  Johannes Gutenberg (d 

1468) doesn’t even make the index though he does acknowledge that Elizabeth 

Eisenstein in her two volume THE PRINTING PRESS AS AN AGENT OF 

CHANGE places ―Gutenberg‘s invention at center stage: the shift from script to print.‖  

(p 399)  (And many know already that the state of Ohio no longer requires the teaching 

of script writing for students – typing has totally replaced the use of script.  Will we soon 

be meeting literate people who no longer can sign their name?) 

―As a duplicating machine, the printing press not only made texts cheaper and more 

accessible; its real power was to make them stable.  ‗Scribal culture,‘ Eisenstein wrote, 

was ‗constantly enfeebled by erosion, corruption, and loss.‘  … Before print, scripture 

was not truly fixed.‖  (p 400) 
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“Scribal error” which is thought to have introduced 

into the text of Scriptures the variations which 

modern scholar’s debate can possibly be eliminated 

by the printing press which produces many exact 

same copies.   Now as never before people around 

the world can read the exact same text without 

variation.  But it has introduced into biblical 

scholarship an anachronistic thinking – we now 

read the text as if it has always been exactly like the one we are reading.  It makes us 

rethink the text as if the physical words are sacred rather than the ideas which they 

simply and symbolically mimic, reflect or capture.  We create (not re-create!) what we 

think is the most perfect text of Scripture only to realize that no ancient interpreter of 

Scripture had the exact text we have since ours is now a hybridization of all the “best 

texts” available to us. 

The Word, The Information, The Bit (IV) 

Posted on September 16, 2011 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 4th and final blog in this essay series reflecting on James Gleick’s book THE 

INFORMATION: A HISTORY, A THEORY, A FLOOD.   The first blog is The Word, The 

Information, The Bit (1) and the immediately preceding blog is The Word,  The 

Information, The Bit (III). 

The printing press by making permanent records 

available to all had the potential to preserve so much 

information from the past that we might become 

overwhelmed with it that we would suffer a memory 

loss – no longer sure as to what was the exact past as 

we can now see all of the variations and changes and mistakes of the past before us.   Or 

it is possible that the new technologies in preserving more of the past make it more 

visible in detail to us, increasing our understanding of ourselves and of history? 

―Another way to speak of the anxiety is in terms of the gap between information and 

knowledge.  A barrage of data so often fails to tell us what we need to know.  

Knowledge, in turn, does not guarantee enlightenment or wisdom.  (T. S. Eliot [d 1965] 

 said that, too:  ‗Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge? / Where is the 

knowledge we have lost in information? …)‘‖  (p 403) 
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Or as one clever wag said: 

―The more we study, the more we learn. 

The more we learn, the more we know. 

The more we know, the more we forget. 

So, why study?‖ 

 

All of Gleick’s book is a study of information, whatever that is, it has become 

the basis of the technologies we use daily and are so dependent on – all of 

the computing of any sorts we do from cell phones, to GPS, to e-readers, to 

computers of every size.     It is a fascinating look at the history of how our 

ideas of information have evolved through time. 

―A ‗file‘ was originally – in sixteenth-century England – a wire on which slips and bills 

and notes and letters could be strung for preservation and reference.  Then came file 

folders, file drawers, and file cabinets; then the electronic namesakes of all these; and 

the inevitable irony.  Once a piece of information is filed, it is statistically unlikely ever 

to be seen again by human eyes.‖  (p 410) 

So the Word became flesh according to St. John, but in the modern world the word 

becomes filed existing in an electronic incarnation called the bit. 

―It was once thought that a perfect language should have an exact one-to-one 

correspondence between words and their meanings.  There should be no ambiguity, no 

vagueness, no confusion.  Our earthly Babel is a falling off from the lost speech of 

Eden: a catastrophe and a punishment.‖  But information theory and science says it 

ain‘t so. ―With or without God, there is no perfect language.‖  (p 418) 

All information requires interpretation.  It is the way of 

Christ who interprets Torah. It is God’s way.  Any 

incarnation of the word requires interpretation.   

Christianity, if it is not so fearful, may come to realize that 

information theory tells us what we knew all along.   Islam 

for its part will struggle with this much more for it does hold 

that there is the exact original of the Quran in heaven of 

which all earthly volumes are precise copies -  though the Quran itself implies relying on 

a recited word, not one committed to print. 



Babel was aimed at preventing humans from conspiring against heaven, not to prevent 

humans from understanding God who intended Babel to be a lesson. 

But science in information theory sees itself moving in a particular direction.  Dexter 

Palmer wrote: 

―In a modern age without an Author looking down on us from heaven, language is not 

a thing of definite certainty, but infinite possibility; without the comforting illusion of 

meaningful order we have no choice but to stare into the face of meaningless disorder; 

without the feeling that meaning can be certain, we find 

ourselves overwhelmed by all things that words might mean.‖ (p 

419) 

This seems to assume that humans are isolated and alienated from 

each other, and from all others and from God – extreme 

individualism with no shared anything.   But we share a world, and 

can share not only information but also understanding and 

meaning.  We can interpret and debate because we can share 

meaning.  Everything is not random.  Humans do some things with intention and with 

intended meaning – in other words, we do communicate.  It is also the nature of divine 

revelation, which is at the heart of Christian claims.  The reality may be that there is a 

pattern to all that exists, but we simply lack the perspective – the God view – to see it. 

 We are limited beings and do not like such limitations. 

The English language according to Claude Shannon’s   (d 2001) statistics has close to 

75% redundancy.  Certain letters follow other letters regularly, some combinations are 

totally rare.  It is what enables Google to “read my mind” when I do a search as it 

“guesses” the next letter in my search.  Randomness is not complete, order is both in the 

information and imposed on it.     And Gleick can write a 526 page book about it which 

does convey meaning in written form to any who read his book.   Even in the quantum 

world of unpredictability, there is a great amount of information conveyable to those 

who know how to read the signs. 

Too bad that I read his book, and got my e-reader afterwards.  His may be the last of its 

kind for me – I’ll look for “books” that are available on Kindle.   It is a technology made 

possible by information theory. 
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―In the beginning was the Word…‖   And that word was not 

coterminous with printed letters, but as a spoken word had no 

physical form, no letters serving as bookends to contain it within 

certain symbols. 

The word became print, but that never altered the Word which retains 

all of its divinity.  Perhaps technology is freeing that Word once again 

so we will never mistakenly equate the Word with a written script, but 

rather will understand that the Word in its electronic manifestation 

(no incarnation, but an electronation?) will be much closer to its original revelation 

when God said, ―let there be light.‖ 

 
 


