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Lecture 9 – Religion and Science

• Almost all academic disciplines have emerged originally from philosophy, 
which included astronomy, musicology, politics, theology, and science. As 
each area expanded, they eventually became new separate subjects. 

• The question of the relationship of science to religion involves three major 
disciplines: 
a. Theology (The systematic articulation of religious beliefs); 
b. Natural Science (Empirical study of the order of nature); and 
c. Philosophy (The study of the most general characteristics of reality and 

knowledge).
• In discussing their relationship, we must ask questions of aims, objects, 

and methods. We will examine four major ways of imagining the 
relationship between religion and science. 
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• Scientific Materialism: Argues that empirical observation is the only 
reliable way to obtain knowledge and that the Ultimate Reality of the 
Universe is physical material. Science is seen as properly objective while 
religion is subjective and uncritical.

• Logical Positivism (1920-1940): Only statements that have meaning are 
those that are verifiable or falsifiable by empirical experience. Religious 
and metaphysical statements about abstract “being" and other non-
sensory realities are therefore meaningless. 

• Carl Sagan (1934-1996): "The Cosmos all that is or ever was or ever will 
be." 

1. Conflict 
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• Biblical Literalism (fundamentalism). Scripture is inerrant and should be 
interpreted literally. The Genesis account tells us that the world must have 
been created in 6 literal 24-hour days. 

• Creation vs. Scientific Evolution: The Scopes trial of 1925 brought the 
religious and scientific communities into battle. Evolutionists insist that 
science proves that humanity evolved over millions of years while 
Creationists insist that "true" science shows the literal interpretation of 
the Bible is correct. 

• More recently, Intelligent Design arguments have been formulated to 
simply say that God must have created humanity and the Universe.

• If one views the aims, objects, and methods of science & religion as the 
same, conflict may result.
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• Many thinkers have argued that Science and Religion are entirely separate 
entities. Medieval thinkers divided reality into supernature (discovered 
through revelation) and Nature (discovered through reason). 

• Neo-Orthodox: Karl Barth (1886-1968) sharply contrasted revelation and 
reason, arguing that sin has marred humanity and only a move from God 
to reveal himself can give us religious knowledge. Science gives 
knowledge of the natural world while revelation leads us to a personal 
encounter with God. 

• Existentialism: All existentialists agree that there is a distinction between 
impersonal objects and personal freedom. The meaning of human 
existence comes only through making free decisions.

2. Independent 



Lecture 9 – Religion and Science

• Religion is subjective and inward while science is objective. Martin Buber 
distinguished between the I-It relationship and the I-Thou relationship. 

• Linguistic Analysis: Wittgenstein argued that Science and Religion are two 
distinct "language Games”.

• Religion aims to recommend a certain way of life while science serves to 
explain and predict.

• Religious methods include emotional appeal while science focuses on 
precise language.

2. Independent 
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• Presuppositions: Science is based upon beliefs that it cannot establish 
itself but that shape the whole enterprise. 
a) Physical nature is real; 
b) Nature is intelligible and accessible to the human mind; 
c) The world is contingent, not necessary, and must be known through 

inductive, empirical means. 

• Perhaps theology can offer reasons to accept these presuppositions 
rationally. 

3. In Dialogue 
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• Doctrine of Creation: Gave ground to modern science since it stated that 
God created the world and thus it is both contingent and orderly. 
Observation and experimentation can give us access to the patterns 
woven into the Universe by God. 

• Limited Explanations: General and comprehensive scientific theories raise 
metaphysical questions that cannot be answered by science itself. For 
example, how did the fundamental laws of physics first come into 
existence? Perhaps theology can offer its methods to supplement and 
help answer these questions.

3. In Dialogue 
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• McMullin criticizes this “filling in the gaps” role for theology, instead 
arguing that the aim of theology is to provide ultimate explanations and 
its methods are oriented toward constructing them. 

• Creation doesn't explain the mechanics of the universe but does affirm its 
absolute dependence on God. This means that theology is compatible 
with and complementary to scientific explanation. 

• David Tracy argues that theology helps science deal with ethical issues 
involved with the application of scientific knowledge. It also sheds light on 
the presuppositions required by science - answering its boundary 
questions. Science also contributes to theology as any enlightened 
theological method takes into account new scientific advances. 

3. In Dialogue 
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• Methodological Parallels: Science is more subjective than realized (Kuhn), 
and theology is more objective than often thought (Murphy). 

• Communal paradigms: Science is dependent upon the prevailing 
paradigms of the scientific community. Scientific data is theory-laden and 
arises from creative imagination.

• Thomas Kuhn argues that a major paradigm shift occurs when the 
traditional paradigm cannot answer difficult questions and an alternative 
paradigm surfaces. This leads to scientific revolution and is paralleled by 
theological revolution. Paradigms are social in nature, and religious 
communities may cite experience, history, and sacred texts as data for 
their methodology.

3. In Dialogue 
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• Research Programs: Nancey Murphy argues that we should think of both 
science and religion as utilizing research programs. Scientists pursue 
hypotheses to protect their core theory: adjusting them in light of the 
evidence, while maintaining the core. Theology likewise preserves its 
minimum faith core (Trinity, Jesus, etc.) while modifying the auxiliary 
beliefs as science, experience, and hermeneutics provides new data. 

• Holmes Rolston: Science is like religion because it has personal 
involvement. The Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle argues that the 
observer can affect the outcome of a given experiment, making science 
less objective. 

3. In Dialogue 
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• Models: A model is an imaginative mental construct invented to account 
for observed phenomena, a symbolic representation of a physical system 
designed to represent the underlying structure of the world. Both science 
and theology use models to understand reality.

• Common Criteria: Coherence, comprehensiveness, and fruitfulness.

3. In Dialogue 
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• Natural Theology: Human Reason can be used to conclude God exists. 
Teleological argument from design; Cosmological argument from cause 
and effect; Moral Argument; Ontological Argument. Science complements 
theology. 

• Theology of Nature: Uses the evolving content of science to understand, 
reformulate and expand traditional theological doctrines including 
creation, providence, and human nature. 

4. Integration
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• Systematic Synthesis: Alfred North Whitehead argues that science and 
religion coalesce in aims, objects, and methods. The medieval view of 
nature as a kingdom and the Newtonian idea of nature as machine must 
be replaced by a modern view of nature as community. 

• For Whitehead reality is evolutionary and dynamic, so God must be also. 
This is a holistic view rather than dualistic ... Process Theology. 

4. Integration
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Any proper theology must come to grips with the results of science. 
“ALL TRUTH IS GOD'S TRUTH." Anything that science can 

demonstrate to be true must somehow coincide with theology as 
God is creator of the Universe. It is our task to constantly allow our 

theology to shape science, and science to shape our theology.

Conclusion


