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1993, p. 328
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"' Northrop, Stephen Abbot. n.d., A Cloud of Witnessess, Cincinnati, OH: John F. McCurdy, p.266

2 Jones, Phillip S., The World Book Encyclopedia, Vol.15, Chicago, IL: Worldbook-Childcraft International,

Inc., 1979, p.1671
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NY: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1970, p. 371

' Barnett, Lincoln, The Universe and Dr. Einstein, New York, NY: Mentor, 1959, p.22

' Jauncey, James, Science Returns to God, Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1971, p.17
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Room for Religion
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world. ?

Fr. Patrick A. Connaughton

A brief tour through some of the debates of the past and

a few examples of how the topic is discussed today

Some weeks after the planes
destroyed the World Trade buildings
in New York in 2001 the T-shirts
began to appear. One of them made a
very definite value judgment. Science
flies you to the moon, religion flies you

into buildings. This opinion was spelled

out at greater length by some well-
known atheist scientists like Richard
Dawkins. It is quite common to find
TV interviews, articles etc where it is
presumed that permanent conflict is
inevitable between science and theo

logy because one is ‘reasonable’ and
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the other is not. This belief was
summed up on another T-shirt slogan:
Science speaks of facts without abso-
lute certainty, Religion speaks of ab-
solute certainty wthout having facts.
The belief that one is rational and
credible and the other is irrational,
and therefore unworthy of serious
consideration, has its voiceferous
defenders. The relationship between
the two has passed through many
phases, many harmonious, some con-
flictive. What follows here are brief
comments on some of the difficulties
in that relationship in the western
world and a few final examples of how
the relationship is seen today by Chris-

tians thinkers.

One of the earliest ‘religion/
science’ conflicts comes from 399 BC
when a 70 year-old man, Socrates, was
brought before a court in Athens. One
of the accusations was that he was an
atheist. He told the jury of his fellow
citizens that his enemies were accusing
him of holding views that in fact
belonged to Anaxagoras of Claxome-

nae, a man who had scandalized
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religious people during the reign of the
ruler Pericles. In his book he said the
Moon wasn’t a divine being ‘It is just
a hot rock.” Socrates told those present
they could get a copy of the book in

the market and see for themselves.

In the early Christian era opin-
ions about the value of ‘science’ or
philosophy was divided. Justin (100-
165 AD) a converted philosopher from
Palestine who ended his life as a
martyr, was in favour. In his First
Apology he explained to the emperors
Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius
that the Christianity he preached
wasn’t a dangerous novel doctrine.
Much of what he taught could already
be found in Plato and the Stoics.
Clement of Alexandria (150-215 ) a
converted philosopher of Athens was
also in favour. He gives an example:
Each member of a group pulling a boat
on the shore make a contribution to
the goal — to get the boat into the
water. In the same way, each one of
many subjects we study, including
philosophy, makes a contribution to

help intelligent Christians to their goal



which is a better understanding of
their faith and doctrines. The articulate
and witty lawyer convert from Rome
and Carthage, Tertullian (155-240),
would have none of it. “What has
Athens to do with Jerusalem?” Nothng
to offer but confusion is his unshake-

able personal opinion.

When we come to the medieval
times the various branches of mathe-
matics and logic continue to be an
important part of the early training of
theologians. One of the aims was to
help them learn how to think with
abstract terms. Islamic scholars like
Avicenna and Averroes were certainly
scientists in their day and were often
quoted by St Thomas Aquinas. Aver-
roes (1126-1198) got into trouble with
his own Islamic scholars because of
some of his phlosophical views. About
60 years after his death a conflict over
the ‘Latin Averroeists’ caused serious
divisions in the University of Paris, the
most important college in Europe. They
were accused of teaching that it was
possible to have two opposed truths

about the same subject. For example
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philosophers could truly say that the
world always existed and theologians
could truly say it had a beginning in
time. This was the double truth prob-
lem. Averroes himself claimed that he
was merely stating that explanations
had to be given in accordance with the
ability of the hearers to understand.
Moses Maimonides, a famous Jewish
philosopher and contemporary of
Averroes in Cordoba, Spain, also got
into trouble with Jewish scholars
because of his ‘scienific’ interpreta-

tions of scripture.

In the 13" century Albert the
Great had no doubts about the value
of scientific inquiry and left behind an
enormous volume of manuscripts
related to his experiments. He was one
of those who wondered about the
causes of things. His student Thomas
Aquinas surpassed the master and,
as the following quote from the Summa
shows, he also saw ‘wonder’ as the

driving force for scientific discovery.

Wonder is a kind of desire

for knowledge. The situation



arises when one sees an effect
and does not know its cause, or
when the cause of the particular
effect is one that exceeds his
power of understanding ... For
desire is especially aroused by
the awareness of ignorance,
and consequently a man takes
the greatest pleasure in those
things which he discovers for
himself or learns from the ground
up.
Summa Theologiae 1allae Q 32.8

It was only after the high medi-
eval period that science as we now
know it began to separate itself from
the faculties of philosophy in Euro-
pean universities. Rene Descartes is
generally regarded as the founder of
modern philosophy but also a founder
of modern science and mathematics.
He was a man of deep religious
convictions who also wanted to use
his scientific knowledge to improve
the quality of the arguments for the
existence of God. However, by ruling

our everything except ‘clear and
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distinct ideas’ he left little room for
the possibility that there might be
other sources of knowledge besides

those supplied by reason.

His famous contemporaries,
Galileo Galilei and Isaac Newton
were the best scientists of their
day and also men who held strong
Christian beliefs. The Gaileo case is
probably the most widely-known
of the science/theology conflict.
It is usually presented as a very
compressed drama where ignorant
churchmen immediately condemn
a courageous prophet of science.
There was ignorance at work on
the part of some of those involved
but the story is more complex than
usually presented. Seventeen years
elapsed before Galileo’s firsten-
counter with the Inquisition in 1616
— where he was told he could present
his theory as a hypothesis, not as
established fact — and and his con-
demnation in 1633. Three of the
ten cardinals on the commission did

not sign the final judgment against



Galileo. No conflict can be adequately
described by applying the criteria of
a later age. The verdict of some of
those who examined the case in its
historical context can be surprising.
Thomas Huxley ‘Darwin’s bulldog’
(1824 -1895) came to the conclusion
that ‘the Church had the best of it.’
John Henry Newman wrote that if
he had lived at the time of Galileo
and heard his theories for the first
time: “I should have been at once
indignant at its presumption and
frightened at is speciousness, as I
can never be, at any parallel novelties
in other human sciences bearing on

religion.”

When Pope John Paul II set up
a commission in 1979 to examine
the Galileo affair it was not a retrial
but was meant more as a long
-term reflection on how things can go
wrong. In 1992 the pope described
it as a tragic mutual incomprehen-
sion and made an apology. Some
reporters seemed to think this was

a very late Vatican approval of
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Galileo’s books. They were unaware
that in 1741 Pope Benedict XIV had
given his permission for the publica-
tion of the complete works of Galileo.
An interesting item from the original
case was that one of the arguments
Galileo used in his defense was a
‘religious’ one from a letter of St.

Augustine to Marcellinus.

Anyone who sees a contra-
diction between the authority of
the Bible and clear reason does
not know what he is talking
about. He is opposing the truth,
not with the real meaning of the
Bible which is beyond his com-
prehension, but with his own
interpretation. He is not talking
about what is in the Bible but
what is in his own head and what

he imagines to be in the Bible.”

The interpretation of the Bible
was again very much an issue when
Charles Darwin’s published his Origin
of Species in 1859 and The Descent
of Man in 1871. The public debates



took place mainly in Protestant church
circles. Some religious leaders were
open to the idea, many were strongly
opposed. Unlike Newton, Darwin was
not a committed Christian. In 1879 his
friend, John Fordyce, wrote asking if
he believed in God, and if theism and
evolution were compatible. Darwin
replied that a person could be an
ardent Theist and an evolutionist.
Of himself he said “In my most ex-
treme fluctuations I have never been
an atheist in the sense of denying the
existence of a God.— I think that
generally (& more and more so as
I grow older) but not always, that an
agnostic would be the most correct

description of my state of mind.”

Feuerbach, Marx and Nietzsche
all contributed to a negative perception
of theology and religion in the 1800s.
Extremely anti-Catholic authors like
Draper and White in the 1800s also
reinforced the idea that Catholicism in
particular had a retarding effect on
science. The first half of the 20"

century saw many attempts at the
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elimination of religion, especially
under new communist regimes. The
vociferous opposition today comes
largely from secular academics. One
of them is prolific author Richard
Dawkins, an Oxford biologist. His argu-
ment in a Cambridge Union debate in

2013 ended with the words:

Religion in science is not just
redundant and irrelevant; it’'san
active and pernicious charlatan.
It peddles false explanations, or
at least pseudo-explanations,
where real explanations could
have been offered, and will be
offered. Pseudo-explanations
that get in the way of the enter-
prise of discovering real explana-
tions. As the centuries go by
religion has less and less room
to exist and perform its obscu-
rantist interference with the
search for truth. In the 21°
century its high time, finally,

to send it packing”



Over the last 25 years other
authors like Daniel Dennett, Christo-
pher Hitchens and Sam Harris have
pursued the Dawkins line. But Chris-
tian scientists and Christian theolo-
gians have also been active analyzing
the relationship between faith/religion
and science. Ian Barbour (USA) has
described four ways or models that
can be used to describe the relation-

ship.

First Model: Conflict

The first way of thinking about
the relationship between science and
faith is that they will never agree with
one another; they will always be in
conflict. Religious fundamentalists
in particular hold this view. Some of
those insist that every word of the
Bible must be understood exactly in
its literal sense. This was a central
issue in some of the conflicts in the
past — wth Galileo and Darwin for
example. On the scientific side the
warfare view was promoted in the
1800s by two influential anti-Catholic
writers, John William Draper (d.1882)
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and Andrew Dickson White who
published a two-volume A History of
the Warfare of Science with Theology
in Christendom in 1896.

Second Model: Separation

The second way of thinking about
the science/religion relationship is to
say that they have nothing to say to
each other. They are two different
fields of study and should remain
separate. Perhaps this would reflect
the attitude of Tertullian in the early
church. He was not looking for infor-
mation when he asked ‘What has
Athens (philosophy) to do with Jeru-
salem (Scripture and revelation).
People who support this theory agree
that both the scientists and theologians
address genuine issues but there is
no common ground or overlap,
between them. They might agree
with the statement that science
asks ‘how’ questions and religion

asks ‘why’ questions.

Third Model: Contact/Dialogue
The third model is to say that



some contact between science and
religion/faith is a good thing. However
neither should go into the” deep water’
or try to make the people on the other
side change their minds. Theologians
may legitimately address subjects like
creation but they must do this in an
intelligent way. They should accept
the things that scientific investigation
shows to be true. Today a theologian
would rightly be laughed at if he said
that Planet Earth is only 6,000 years
old. Science raises questions that it
can’t answer; theology searches for
answers to some of these questions[]
For example science has made it
possible to genetically modify nearly
all living things. Theology asks ques-
tions like ‘Is it ethical do do all that

things that science makes possible?’

Fourth Model: Confirmation or
Dialogue

The fourth way is to take it for
granted that scientists and religious
people can be friends and can benefit
greatly from cooperating with each

other. We’ll let some prominent pres-
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ent day scientists explain how they see
it but first a word from American
author John Haught, one of the best
Christian writers on this subject. He
explains that the gap between science
and faith may not be as wide as is

often presumed:

“Science, to be more specific,
cannot even get off the ground
without rooting itself in a kind
of a priori ‘faith’ that [1] the
universe is a rationally ordered
totality of things. Scientists
always rely on a tacit faith
(which they seldom reflect on in
an explicitly conscious way) that
[2] there is a real world ‘out
there,” that [3] this real world
hangs together intelligibly, that
[4] the human mind has the
capacity to comprehend at least
some of the world’s intelligibility,
and that no matter how far we
probe there will still be further
intelligibility to uncover. Without
this kind of trust there would

be no incentive to look for the



order present in nature or to
keep looking deeper into the
specifics of this order.”

Science and Religion: From Conflict to

Conversation 1995 p23.

Views of some modern scientists
Francis S. Collins is the geneticist
behind the Human Genome Project and
is the director of the National Institutes
of Health in Maryland, USA. In a recent
interview he was asked the following

questions.

Q. Are science and religion compatible?

Is also A. I am privileged to be
somebody who tries to understand
nature using the tools of science. But
it clear that there are some really
important questions that science
cannot really answer, such as: Why is
there something instead of nothing?
Why are we here? In those domains
I have found that faith provides a
better path to answers. I find it oddly
anachronistic that in today’s culture
there seems to be a widespread pre-
sumption that scientific and spiritual

views are incompatible.
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Q. You've said that a blooming flower
is not a miracle since we know how
that happens. As a geneticist, you've
studied human life at a fundamental
level. Is there a miracle woven in there

somewhere?

A Yes. At the most fundamental
level, it’s a miracle that there’s a
universe at all. It’'s a miracle that it
has order, fine-tuning that allows the
possibility of complexity, and laws that
follow precise mathematical formulas.
Contemplating this, an open-minded
observer is almost forced to conclude
that there must be a “mind” behind
all this. To me, that qualifies as a
miracle, a profound truth that lies

outside of scientific explanation.

Collins’ conviction differs greatly from
that of Daniel Dennett, the best-known
critic in the USA:

‘In the beginning, there were
no reasons; there were only
causes. Nothing had a purpose,
nothing has so much as a func-
tion; there was no teleology in

the world at all.’



Daniel C. Dennett, Consciousness Ex-

plained

William Phillips won the Nobel Prize
for Physics in 1997. In an interview
he said
“I believe that the present
calculations of about 4 billion
years for the earth and 14 billion
years for the universe are not far
wrong, and I see no conflict with
that understanding and my

understanding of the Bible.”

John Haught identifies scientism as
one of the main causes of disagree-
ments today. He explains:

“Scientism may be defined
as ‘the belief that science is the
only reliable guide to truth
[capital “T”].” Scientism, it must
be emphasized, is by no means
the same thing as science. For
while science is a modest, reli-
able, and fruitful method of
learning some important things
about the universe, scientism is

the assumption that science is
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the only appropriate way to
arrive at the totality of truth
[capital “T”]. Scientism is a
philosophical belief (strictly
speaking an ‘epistemological’
one) that enshrines science as
the only completely trustworthy
method of putting the human
mind in touch with ‘objective’
reality [capital “O”].”

Science and Religion: From Conflict

to Conversation 1995 p16

When science has given all the
information it can there is still a lot
more to be said about Beethoven’s
Pastoral Symphony or the great clas-
sics of literature, or things closer to
home like love, compassion or the
experience of a beautiful landscape.
Richard Dawkins’ attack on religion
in his Cambridge speech was cer-
tainly vehement. Oxford professor,
Catholic, and Marxist philosopher,
Terry Eagleton has answered previous
blasts in equally robust language.
Because he considers their arguments

almost identical (and repetitive) he



refers to Dawkins and Hitchens with

the group name ‘Ditchkins.’

Without reason, we perish; but
reason does not go all he way down.
It is not wall to wall. Even Richard
Dawkins lives more by faith than by
reason ... Yet, it is only if reason can
draw upon energies and resources
deeper and more tenacious, and less
fragile that itself that it is capable of
prevaling, a truth which liberal ratio-
nalism for the most part disasterously
overlooks. And this brings me to the
question of faith and reason which is
far from simply a theological question.
There is probably no greater evidence
of Ditchkins’s theoloical illiteracy than
the fact that he appears to subscribe
to what one might call the Yeti view
of belief in God. I mean by this the
view that God is the sort of entity for
which, like the the Yeti, the Loch Ness
monster, or the lost city of Atlantis, the
evidence we have so far is radically
ambiguous, not to say downright
dubious; and because we cannot thus

demonstrate God’s existence in the
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reasonably straightforward way we
can demonsrate the existenc of necro-
phlia or Michael Jackson we have to
put up instead with something less
than certaint, known as faith ... On the
most elementary question of theology
on which he chooses to pronounce
with such portetously self-regarding
authority, Ditchkins is hopelessly at
sea. For one thing God differs from
UFOs or the Yeti in not being a possible
object of cognition ... Christians certainly
believe that there is a God. But this is
not what the credal statement ‘I believe
in God’ means. It resembles an utter-
ance more like ‘I have faith in you ...’
Reason, Faith and Revolution: Reflec-

tions on the God Debate. 2010

I end with that quote just to show that
Barbour’s fourth model is still far
from enjoying universal acceptance.
The debate will continue for the

forseeable future.
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