[image: image1.png]


5b: A Christian Perspective


Overview
Introduction.

Before looking at the detailed issues it is important to correct some misunderstandings. Many pupils will already have their own preconceptions. The media often gives a stereotypical view of scientists and Christians and an over-simplified and often distorted view, of the relationship between science and Christianity. The first lesson should be concerned to set the debate between science and Christianity in its correct historical context.

Scientists are often portrayed as absent-minded professors or individuals driven by curiosity rather than morality. By contrast Christians are often seen as emotional and idealistic who believe impossible things without question. Science is seen as providing universal knowledge by objective experimentation and is based on evidence. Christianity, however, is often perceived as merely providing comfort and is based on faith, which is often considered by its critics as little more than credulity. An extreme form of this stereotyping is found in the writing of some atheist scientists, like Richard Dawkins and Peter Atkins. For instance Dawkins wrote, "Scientific belief is based upon publicly checkable evidence. Religious faith not only lacks evidence: its independence from evidence is its joy, shouted from the rooftops …Religion is no longer a serious candidate in the field of explanation. It is completely superseded by science." (Daily Telegraph Science Extra, 11th Sept. 1989, xi)   Atkins said, "I think religion kills. And where it doesn't it stifles. Religion scorns the human intellect by saying that the human brain is simply too puny to understand. In contrast, science enables one to liberate oneself...(it) gives people answers that are much more reliable, much more plausible than the obscure arguments religion provides…Science can show that there is not a purpose in the universe, and is not going to waste its time worrying about it." (in Russell Stannard. Science and Wonders, London Faber and Faber 1996 167-8)  [The views of Atkins and others are dealt with in some detail in the topic,  'Fundamentalism in Science and Religion', Topic 3(d) ]

Professor John Hedley Brooke has written, "The popular antithesis between science, conceived as a body of unassailable facts and religion, conceived as a set of unverified belief, is assuredly simplistic … To portray the relations between science and religion as a continuous retreat of theological dogma before a cumulative and infallible science is to overlook the fine structure of scientific controversy, in which religious interests certainly intruded, but often in subtle rather than overtly obstructive ways." (Science and Religion: Some Historical Perspectives, Cambridge:  University Press 1991, 6).

The Conflict Model.

It is surprising how quickly stories can take on a legendary nature. For instance it is commonly stated that sailors travelling with Columbus feared that they would fall of the edge of the world if they travelled too far, whereas in fact from at least the 5th century BC it was known to many that the earth was a sphere. This legend seemed to have been started by Washington Irving in the 19th century.

Similarly it is often claimed that science and Christianity have always been in conflict. The conflict theory can be traced back to the nineteenth century scientist, Thomas Henry Huxley, the friend of Charles Darwin. Huxley wanted science to be more widely known and taken from the control of the Church. The Church had great influence because the bishops sat in the House of Lords and because only members of the Church of England could teach in the universities of Oxford and Cambridge and only members of the Church of England could study there. He founded the X-Club, consisting of prominent scientists and endeavoured to make science into a rival religion. He referred to 'the church scientific', saw himself as a bishop who delivered 'sermons' on science and set up a Sunday Lecture Society to rival Sunday Schools. 

The conflict theory was advanced by two popular American publications [J.W.Draper History of the Conflict between Religion andSscience (1875) and A.D.White  A History of the Warfare of Science with Theology in Christendom (1895)] Both books contain innumerable errors and misrepresentations. Both men had personal quarrels with the Church - Draper with the Roman Catholics and White with clergy who opposed his non-religious charter for Cornell University. The conflict story misrepresents history. White and Draper assumed that persecutions of scientists in the past by the Church have been for scientific reasons, whereas generally they were for religious reasons. For instance, Michael Servetus was executed not for denying Galen's theory of the circulation of the blood but for heresy (denying the divinity of Christ). Giordano Bruno was not executed for his support of Copernicus but for declaring Christ was a rogue and monks were asses. Even Galileo was not primarily condemned because the Church objected to his science, but because of his arrogance and his hostility towards the Pope, his former friend. While from our perspective such persecution seems totally unjustified, we must remember that at this time Church and State were indivisible and heresy amounted to treason.

The conflict thesis is still alive and misrepresentations are common. For instance both Luther and Calvin have been accused of attacking Copernicus. In fact in the extensive works of both reformers his name is not mentioned and both seem to have held scientists in high regard and saw the work of the scientist and the theologian as complementary. Calvin said that, "…clever men who expend their labour upon it (astronomy) are to be praised and those who have ability and leisure ought not to neglect work of that kind." Luther also said that astronomers are the experts from whom we need to get knowledge but added that, "…no science should stand in the way of another science, but each should continue to have its own mode of procedure and its own terms." (both authors are quoted by Denis Alexander Rebuilding the Matrix Oxford Lion 2001 128, 130)

Science's debt to Christianity.

Far from being an enemy to science, science owes its emergence in this country largely to Christianity. In the ancient world the Earth was regarded as an organism that was alive and divine. This belief made science impossible because to investigate and manipulate nature was to interfere with the gods. For Greeks, like Plato, the world could be understood through reason but not changed by experimentation. Christianity, however, influenced by the teaching of the Bible, rejected this view. God was the creator and sustainer of the world and not part of it and God alone was to be worshipped. Early Christians argued that science was possible because God had established a framework of natural laws that could be discovered. Aristotle had conducted experiments but it wasn't until after the Middle Ages that it became established as the chief way of doing science. Other practices, which can be traced to Christian influences, are the respect for manual labour, the questioning of authority and the harnessing of science for the good of mankind. In the ancient world manual labour was the work of slaves, but Christians who were scientists, like the aristocratic Robert Boyle, saw getting his hands dirty as an integral part of science. In the Middle Ages, as in Biblical times, learning would be handed down and accepted on the authority of the teacher. Jesus had challenged this approach and his followers did likewise and found out facts for themselves. 

The early scientists saw no conflict between science and the Christian faith. Galileo believed that the Bible and nature spoke with the same voice and Francis Bacon claimed that the Bible and nature were the two books of God. In Christian terminology God can be known by general revelation, that is by means of God's creation, as well as by special revelation, which is God's specific revelation through his word, the Bible. Isaac Newton, Robert Boyle and Francis Bacon, were all devout individuals. Boyle saw scientific work as worship. They expressed their endeavours as 'thinking God's thoughts after him'. It is also worth noting that the original members of the Royal Society, which was founded in 1662, were almost all non-conformist Christians and the majority of them were Puritans. Equally in the practical application of science Christians took a prominent role. This time it was the Society of Friends (the Quakers), who were involved in the use of plants in medicine and who laid the foundation for modern pharmacology.   

Aims of the Topic

To enable the student to answer the following questions:

· How are scientists and religious people often portrayed?

· What is the difference between the religious and the scientific perception of the world?

· Are science and religion in conflict?

· Does science owe a debt to Christianity?

Learning Objectives/Outcomes

At the end of the topic most students will have

· Understood the differences between the scientific and religious perceptions of the world

· Understood how misunderstanding comes about by the way scientists and religious believers have been caricatured.

· An understanding of the conflict model of science and Christianity

· Some knowledge of the history of scientific discovery and the role of Christianity in shaping this.

Some will not have progressed as far but will have

· Some understanding of how people perceive the difference between science and religion.

· A basic understanding of the conflict model and of science's debt to Christianity.

Others will have progressed further and will have 

· An understanding of how scientists like Dawkins and Atkins have elevated science and denigrated religion.

· A perception of how the conflict model arose and how Christians have accused the advocates of this view of misrepresentation.

· An understanding of the debt of science to Christianity and how the two disciplines can work in partnership.
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