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COMMENTARY

Science and religion can coexist
and even inform one another

By lan Barbour

n a recent survey, people listed in Amer-
ican Men and Women of Science were
asked the question: “Do you believe in a
God to whom one may pray with an
expectation of receiving an answer” Thir-
ty-nine percent answered yes. The figure is
only slightly lower than the 42 percent who
answered yes to the same question ir 1916.

Interest in religion is growing today
among a significant minority of scientists.
Moreover, a new interest in science has
emerged in portions of the religious com-
munity today.

Let me describe four ways of relating
science and rehglon of which I favor the
last.

Conflict. Smce Darwin’'s day, the most
widely held image has been that of conflict
or warfare. We hear of materialist scien-
tists pitted against biblical literalists. One
group believes in evolution but not God; the
other believes in God but not evolution. But
between these two extremes are many peo-
ple who believe in both God and evolution,
or see evolution as God's way of creating.
Despite the media focus on dramatic con-
troversy, in reality, there are diverse views
among scientists and diverse views within
our religious traditions.

Separation of Domains. Some believe we
should assign science and religion water-
tight, separate domains of life. Science
asks about causal connections between nat-
ural phenomena, while religion asks about
ultimate meaning and purpose in a wider
interpretive framework.

This separation is attractive because it
recognizes the distinctiveness of religion in
human life. Religion has to do with commu-
nal worship and liturgy; prayer and medita-
tion; forgiveness and renewal in our lives
and communities; ethical decisions, the
ways we treat our neighbors and our re-
sponse to issues of social justice.

All these activities seem far removed
from science. But they all presuppose be-
liefs about God and human nature that are
affected by science. And we cannot be con-
tent to divide our lives into watertigh: com-
partments.

Religious dimensions of science. Manv scien-
tists feel awe and wonder in response to the
universe. For some, the order and mathe-
matical beauty of nature have religicus im-
plications. Albert Einstein wrote: “A convic-
tion. akin to religious feeling, of the ratio-
nality or intelligibility of the world les be-
hind all scientific work of a high order.”

There is much that inspires the religious
tmpulse in science — much reason o sup-

pose that ours is, indeed, the kind of world
we might expect if an intelligent and per-
sonal God was interested in the creation of
life, consciousness and intelligent beings
capable of personal relationships. But mefe.
feelings of religiousness don't help the two
sides work together. -

Dialogue. I think this'is the most promis-
ing approach. It allows us to draw from
both the scientific and religious communi-
ties, not simply from either one alone. We
can start from a particular religious tradi-
tion and ask how its concepts can be refor-
mulated in the light'of science without aban-
doning its central convictions.

For example, the authors of Genesis be-
lieved that death was initiated as a punish-
ment for human sin."Now we know that
death was present long before human be-
ings were around and that it was a necés-
sary feature of being evolutionary. But
again, that illuminates the role of death. We
can take the Bible seriously without taking:

. it literally. . )i

And we must re-examine Chmstlan atti-
tudes toward the environment. Steward-
ship is called for, since “the earth is the
Lord's”. and we are accountable for our
treatment of it. Religious traditions can en-
courage our concern for the world of na-,
ture at a time when it is threatened by our
escalating demands. B

Most scientists recognize that science lt-f
self cannot identify the goals and values
toward which the applications of sc1ence
should be directed. Great ethical issues
have arisen from applied science and tech-
nology. Here religious traditions can have
a distinctive role in individual decisions
and in public policy. Our new technologies
give us new powers over nature and human -
nature, requiring choices we have never
faced before such as those in genetic enga~
neering and human cloning.

These ethical decisions should not be left
to scientists alone but require public discus-
sion because the future of humanity is at
stake. Religious commitments can moti-
vate us to seek environmental preserva-
tion, social justice and human dignity
through democratic political processes.
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