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In what has become a classic and germinal reference, Ian Barbour discussed in his

1966 publication, Issues in Science and Religion,1 four “ways of relating science and

religion.”  He presented historical examples of science and religion being perceived as (1)

in conflict, (2) independent, (3) in dialogue, or (4) integrated.  It is likely that if you asked

several evangelical Christians to describe how science and Christianity have related in the

past and how they currently relate you would find the majority would describe some type

of conflict.  As stated by J. H. Brooke in a discussion of “Science and Theology in the

Enlightenment”,2

The implications of scientific advance for Christian theology are often reduced to a plausible but

simplistic formula: as natural phenomena, formerly explained by the will of the deity, were

increasingly understood in mechanistic terms, increasingly brought within the domain of natural

laws, so the belief in active, caring Providence was eroded until the God of Abraham, Isaac, and

Jacob become nothing more than a remote clockmaker.

The picture often presented is that of Science developing into a significant force

beginning in the late 16th and 17th centuries and being resisted at each step by an

intransigent church standing forth as the bastion of an outdated worldview. Indeed, to

some, the conflict has progressed so far that the “forces” of Christianity have been

weakened to the point of being insignificant, hanging on only in the form of vestiges of

superstition that many cling to hopefully but unrealistically.

Thankfully, even secular historians and philosophers of science have come to

realize that this is not a valid representation of the relationship that has existed between

Christian theology and Science.  Gradually the popularized warfare view is being

replaced by a realization that aspects of the Christian worldview were instrumental in

development of the scientific enterprise in Western Europe and that a dialogue between

science and theology can often provide insight to both of these areas of human

understanding.  A conference on Science and the Spiritual Quest held in 1999 at The

Center for Theology and the Natural Sciences in Berkeley included presentations by over

30 scientists from various fields.  They were well-established scientists from Christian,

Jewish and Muslim backgrounds discussing how their scientific endeavors related to their

religious faith.  Following the conference, Newsweek3 published an issue with a cover

entitled “Science Finds God” with an accompanying article discussing how the

“supposed irreconcilability between ‘God’ and ‘science’ ” was “elevated to a cultural

myth” in the late 19th century.   In the same week, U. S. News and World Report4

presented a cover story  “What Came before Creation” discussing the religious

1 Barbour, I. Issues in Science and Religion (New York: Harper and Row, 1966).
2 Brooke, J.H. “Science and Theology in the Enlightenment,” in Religion and Science: History, Method,

and Dialogue, ed. Mark Richardson and Wesley J. Wildman (New York: Routledge, 1996), 7-27.
3 Begley, S. “Science Finds God”. Newsweek, July 20, 1999, 46-51; Woodward, K. “How the Heavens

Go”. Newsweek, July 20, 1999, 52.
4 U.S. News and Wolrd Report.
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of “objective” truth.  This, of course, led to a separation of science and theology, with

theology being a second-order source of knowledge compared to the apparently more

objective and empirical sciences.

In the last half of the twentieth century it has become clear that science is not as

objective as it was purported to be.  Scientists make their observations and design their

models and hypotheses with certain preconceptions shaping them. They have certain

intellectual and even emotional investments in their own programs of research and the

models on which they are based.  In the postmodern era, we have seen the positivist

optimism regarding human reason as a source of truth and knowledge degenerate toward

the conclusion that there is no objective truth. In a world where there are as many

different perceptions of truth as there are individuals and one may be considered as valid

as any other, objective knowledge ceases to exist.  E. O. Wilson8 in Consilience: The

Unity of Knowledge, contrasts the optimism of the Enlightenment with Postmodernism

stating that “The difference between the two extremes can be expressed roughly as

follows: Enlightenment thinkers believe we can know everything, and radical

postmodernists believe we can know nothing.” In spite of an apparent loss of hope that

science can provide us with truly objective knowledge, the idea that scientific knowledge

is inherently more reliable than theological knowledge still has a very active life of its

own.  In a recent course for college teachers discussing the teaching of critical thinking in

introductory science courses, a discussion of religious knowledge compared to scientific

knowledge elicited some strong statements about faith being essentially unreasonable and

therefore less reliable. Still, in the positivist vein, theological concepts are easily

relegated to the category of unsupported superstition.

Perhaps Christian theology does have something to tell us about why this

elevation of human observation and reason to the place of being essentially the arbiter of

what is true took place as it did. Genesis 3 describes a similar, if not identical, transition

as humanity decides they will be the ones who will “be like God, knowing good and

evil.”  The process of replacing authority with human reason has taken place in history

more than once.  Again the “word of God” as a source of wisdom was replaced by an

emphasis on and dependence on human reason. From a Biblical point of view it is not

surprising that the elevation of human reason should lead to a confusion of ideas and

inability to discern true truth among many truths.  To a certain extent it is the Tower of

Babel all over again.

Dispelling Myths about Theology and Science.

Changes in human perceptions of the world and our relationship to it are complex

and attempts to describe them are necessarily simplified.  Pearcey and Thaxton9

summarize three overarching worldviews that have been influential and which can be

followed in various forms even into the present day.  Aristotelianism viewed the world as

an organism and the natural processes as depending upon final causes or Forms inherent

in objects. Knowledge was derived from understanding these Forms, a process that could

involve intuition just as easily as observation or experimentation.  Neo-Platonism became

8 Wilson, E. O. Consilience, The Unity of Knowledge. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998).
9 Pearcy and Thaxton, 59-78.
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influential in the third century when Plotinus elaborated on the theme of the world as an

organism but with each entity imbued with a life force or soul. It explained the world not

on the basis of Aristotelian Forms but on the basis of creative powers or spiritual forces.

Thirdly and more recently, Mechanistic traditions viewed the world as a machine.  Nature

was considered passive, regular and predictable. God was viewed somewhat as an

engineer.

Modern science is clearly well established in the mechanistic tradition.

Explanations are reductionist in nature and based on the premise of a machine-like

regularity of natural processes. Even biology, the study of organisms, is interpreted in

mechanistic terms.  Vestiges of a Christian Aristotelian tradition can be seen in the

scientific creationist movement with present organisms descending from certain

prototypes that were present in a created population.  Hints of the Neo-Platonic view can

be seen in a viewpoint known as organicism in which the complexity of organisms results

in properties not existent in their components.  Alfred North Whitehead, originator of

process philosophy that has influenced the work of Ian Barbour contains certain

organicist aspects comparable to neo-Platonism. Emergence, the concept that properties

existing at a given level of complexity or organization could not have been predicted

from lower levels of organization, or that “the whole is greater than the sum of its parts”,

has been applied to an increasing number of entities including solar systems, organisms,

nervous systems language, technology and urbanization 10 This increase in interest in

emergence and complex systems can be attributed, at least in part, to the increased

capacity for computer modeling of complex systems and their emergent properties.11

Each of these three major perspectives has had major influences on both secular

and religious thought as humanity's view of the world has developed from the ancient

world to the present.  As newer scientific ideas of the natural world were derived on the

basis of observation and reinterpretations of nature, tensions naturally arose as prevailing

worldviews were questioned or challenged.  The tensions frequently had as much to do

with the displacement of Aristotelian or Neo-Platonic views with more mechanistic

interpretations as with established religious views being replaced with scientific

interpretations of the world.

 In the late 19th century there was a conscious attempt among advocates of

scientific naturalism to displace Christianity, and particularly the organized church, from

its dominant position in the culture of the time.12  The tensions that naturally arose, as

existing worldviews were challenged by mechanistic interpretations, were appropriated

and used to challenge the influence of religion and, more specifically, the established

church. In England, Thomas H. Huxley, whose aim was clearly to secularize society, led

such a movement.  Part of the agenda of this movement was an attempt to represent the

10 Kauffman, S. At Home in the Universe: The Search for the Laws of Self-Organization and Complexity

[Oxford:Oxford University Press, 1995]. Morowitz, H.J. The Emergence of Everything: How the World

Became Complex [Oxford, Oxford Univerity Press, 2002].
11 Johnson, S. Emergence: The Connected Lives of Antis, Brains, Cities and Software [New York:

Touchstone Books, Simon and Schuster, 2001].
12 Pearcey and Thaxton, 19
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church as being entrenched in the past and antagonistic to the advances made possible by

science. Two books published in the United States were particularly influential in

establishing the idea that there was a long history of Christianity resisting the progress of

science.  Both emphasized the role of the church in fighting scientific progress and both

relied upon the themes of warfare or conflict between science and theology.  The first

was John William Draper’s (1811-1882) History of the Conflict Between Religion and

Science (1874).  Draper, professor of physiology at New York University, directed his

hostility primarily against the Catholic Church.  He did express support for religion in

general, suggesting, “modern Science is the legitimate sister – indeed the twin-sister – of

the Reformation.” A History of the Warfare of Science and Theology (1896) by Andrew

Dickson White (1832-1918), president of Cornell University for many years, was even

more influential in establishing the warfare myth.   His work published over several years

and much of it initially published as chapters in Popular Science Monthly, focused its ire

on theology rather than religion.  He presented science as a potential friend of religion

and blames “theologians” for impeding progress and reconciliation.

These books had an influence well beyond that expected on the basis of their style

or scholarship. Long after the theses set forth in them were shown not to be valid

descriptions of the historical relationships between science and religion/theology, they

have continued to be looked at by some as important contributions to the historical

record.  Pearcey and Thaxton recount that in 1991, as they prepared to write their book

The Soul of Science, they received a note from a well-known science writer suggesting

White’s book as an important source on the history of science and the Christian faith. 13

That there were sometimes tensions between prevailing theological ideas and

newfound scientific knowledge is not surprising, but just as often the “conflict” was with

the current secular worldview and the resistance was from the cultural outlook of the time

rather than simply the religious views.  There appears to be little doubt that the agenda of

those who would replace religious with naturalistic worldviews contributed to the

promotion and acceptance of the misconception that it was primarily religious ideas that

continued to stand against the progress of science. It is encouraging that, in spite of the

nearly overwhelming acceptance of the warfare analogy, historians eventually became

aware that many popular anecdotes used to support the conflict scenario did not survive

more careful scrutiny.  This transition began when scholars such as Pierre Duhem (1861

– 1916) studied the middle Ages and found that the popular assumption there were no

scientific advances during this "dark" period because of dominance of the Catholic

Church was not really correct.  He found examples of scientific progress during the

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries that contributed to the foundations of modern

science.14

A closer look at the response of the religious community's response to the

Copernican revolution also was found to warrant reconsideration.

Anti-religious polemics have often exaggerated the church’s opposition to science. For

example, Andrew Dickson White offers the sweeping statement that “all branches of the Protestant

Church – Lutheran, Calvinist, Anglican – vied with each other in denouncing the Copernican

13 Pearcey and Thaxton, 20.
14 Duhem, P. Philosophy and History in the Work of a Believing Physicist (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 1991).
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doctrine as contrary to Scripture.ÓBut the reality is that the Reformerslargely ignored the
Copernicancontroversy,apartfrom a few scatteredremarksrecordedfrom a tabletalk by Martin
Luther anda sermonby JohnCalvin. And eventhesearehistorically questionable.In the caseof
Luther, the table talks were not recordeduntil severalyearslater, culled from the memoryof
participants.SomehistoriansdoubtwhetherLuther actuallymadethe disparagingcommentabout
Copernicus attributed to him.

In the caseof Calvin, White tells us Calvin took the lead in opposingCopernicanism,citing
Psalm93:1 (ÒTheworld is firmly established,it cannotbe moved.Ó)andthenasking,ÒWhowill
ventureto placethe authorityof Copernicusabovethat of the Holy Spirit?ÓBut historianspoint
out that Calvin said no such thing and never attacked Copernicus in any way in print.15

Even the conflict between Galileo and the Catholic Church, again often portrayed
as science versus religion, is not as simple as that when examined more closely.  In The
Crime of Galileo, historian Giorgio de Santilliana concludes that most of the Church
intellectuals were on the side of Galileo while the greatest opposition was from academic
philosophers.  A major reason for this resistance was Galileo's stand against both
Aristotelian and Neo-Platonic worldviews and support of a mechanistic view of the world
and God as a Divine Craftsman or Architect.

Another source of distortion of the relationship between religion and science was
Voltaire's highly effective crusade to discredit the church as he interpreted the events of
history. He was one of the first to describe the Middle Ages as a time of darkness and
ignorance and to account for it by the oppression of the church.  His descriptions of the
rise of Newtonian science were also used as opportunities to contrast his interpretation of
the rational deity of the new scientific age with the changeable and personal god of the
Bible.  Such accounts of the rise of modern science somehow also managed to discount
the fact that many of the scientists such as Newton and Boyle, who contributed to the
scientific revolution, were often motivated by a profound faith in the God of the Bible.
Scientists in this era often viewed their investigations as a means of understanding God as
well as His creation.  Newton's own integration of his science and faith is demonstrated
by his many references to God in his scientific writings and also by his active
involvement in the study of Biblical prophecy in addition to his scientific investigations.

Distortions of the historical record, often designed to discredit the church, not
only tended to implicate religion and theology as well but also had the unfortunate effect
of obscuring the positive contributions that the Christian worldview had on the
development of modern science.  Again, more careful consideration of the fact that
science developed and flourished in an environment that was dominated by a Christian
worldview and not in other contexts led to an understanding of the positive influences
that theology has had on science.  This does not discount that important scientific or
engineering discoveries have been made in other cultures but it was in Western Europe
that modern science grew to become a disciplined and systematic way of knowing.  J. H.
Brooke has summarized the contributions of Christian theology to the rise of modern
science.16  Christian teachings provided presuppositions including a view of nature that
was lawful because a rational God had created it.  Science was sanctioned because it

15 Pearcey and Thaxton, 37.
16 Brooke, J.H. Science and Religion: Some Historical Perspectives )Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1991), 19-33.


