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Foreword

DAVID BENTLEY HART

An elegantly brief book should not be burdened by a ponderously long fore-
word, so I will confine myself to a few general remarks. This is not a text, 
in any event, that requires either apology or explanation; it is a model of 
expository lucidity, and it speaks for itself more than adequately. One would 
expect nothing less from Paul Tyson. He has distinguished himself in the 
past by the acuity with which he has addressed the intersections and ruptures 
and misunderstandings and reconciliations that constitute the relationship 
between science and theology in the modern world, and by the sophistication 
(though also by the charity) with which he dismantles many of the prevailing 
biases and self- delusions on both sides of the divide.

It was not very long ago, in relative terms, that academic polemicists could 
get away easily with simpleminded caricatures of “science” and “religion,” 
each term being construed as indicating a single fixed and invariable essence, 
and each being understood as inimical to the other. In a great deal of popular 
discourse, moreover, these caricatures persist. “Science,” so the story told by 
many of religion’s cultured despisers goes, is a single, discrete, strictly em-
pirical discipline, largely inductive and scrupulously purged of metaphysical 
assumptions, while “religion” is the sphere of “unreasoning faith” and consists 
in a collection of convictions based neither on logic nor on evidence but solely 
on authority, emotional dependency, and metaphysical prejudice. And, far too 
often, the apologetic riposte to this picture on the part of believers is either to 
accept its fundamental terms but then argue that faith is “compatible” with 
a scientific worldview or else to retreat into fundamentalist obscurantism.
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xii

Thus understood, however, both “science” and “religion” are essentially 
modern forms of ideology that do little more than reinforce one another’s 
logical deficiencies. In fact, what is at stake in the encounter when it proceeds 
in this fashion is neither science nor religion in any genuine sense. “Science,” 
in this context, becomes a name not for any particular regimen of method and 
theory, but rather for a metaphysics, one in which method has illegitimately 
assumed the status of a purely “physicalist” ontology of nature. By the same 
token, the word “religion” has come to mean not any actual tradition or tradi-
tions of thought and practice, but rather a fideistic adherence to this or that 
set of dogmas in abstraction from the systems of reasoning they express. More 
to the point, neither scientific nor theological culture can really be complete 
in itself when wholly divorced from the other, because there is no sane way 
of completely dividing their proper spheres of custody. So violent a division 
impoverishes both by forcing each to reject the probative relevance of the 
other in areas of shared concern. The sciences as they have been understood 
since the rise of the mechanical philosophy do not possess— on principle— the 
resources of internal critique that would allow them to distinguish properly 
between method and metaphysics, between aetiology and ontology, between 
mechanical causation and sufficient reason, and so on. Theology, as it has 
been understood since the early modern triumph of the obscene pieties of 
pure biblicism and dogmatic positivism, has lost the capacity to be qualified, 
fecundated, or illumined by discoveries in “natural philosophy” (to use the 
more venerable term).

The conversation must begin again, and on a far more intelligent, histori-
cally informed, and philosophically refined basis. This is where Tyson excels, 
and where this book makes a humble but signal contribution. Tyson is one 
of those scholars in the Anglophone world doing the most to create a new 
paradigm of engagement, and in the process to help free the modern cultures 
both of the sciences and of philosophical theology from the limitations that 
their unnatural schism has condemned them to. This really is a small gem 
of a book.

Foreword
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1

Introduction
A Christian Theology of Science

The Difference between And and Of

Because truth is a unity, incommensurate truth frameworks never really work. 
If you are a rationalist, somehow you have to incorporate the body into your 
rationalism. If you are an empiricist, somehow you have to define the mind in 
empirical terms. The very idea of truth1 implies a unified field of knowledge 
and meaning. Such a unified field also implies the practical need for some 
explicit or tacit first truth discourse that enables us to organize disparate types 
of knowledge into a single framework of meaning. This does not, of course, 
imply that we can master the true field of knowledge and meaning with our 
tiny minds. At the level of immanent reality, our knowledge constructs are 
inherently incomplete, contingent, and contextual. And blessedly so. For, as 
Leonard Cohen might put it, it is the cracks in our pretension to complete 
knowledge mastery that enable the light to get in.

Even so, we try to fix the cracks. To make knowledge mastery viable in at 
least a limited way, we tend to divide knowledge up into smaller and more 
controllable silos. Specialization and domain limitation give our aspirations 
to know and control reality a semblance of plausibility. Essentially, we give 
ourselves smaller bowls to swim in— which can make us feel like bigger fish 
than we actually are. Discrete knowledge silos have great advantages for linear 
knowledge development down narrowly defined branches of interest. However, 
the sheer number and size of our silos has now seriously problematized the 

1. Bolded terms are defined in the glossary at the back of the book.
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2

integration of knowledge itself.2 Trying to think how different silos relate to 
one another in a coherent manner becomes increasingly difficult over time. 
This challenge generates a range of interdisciplinary knowledge adventures, 
usually defined by the conjunction and. Here we get inter- silo bridging en-
terprises like “philosophy and psychology,” “culture and technology,” and, 
notoriously, “science and religion.”

Whenever the and is in play between knowledge silos, some form of first 
truth unification discourse is also in play. For example, with “culture and 
technology,” the two silos can be mutually causal— culture causes technology 
at the same time that technology causes culture— and yet what both culture 
and technology themselves are will need to be understood within a single 
discourse of meaning if each silo is to genuinely contact the other. In the 
philosophy of technology, for example, materialists will understand what 
both culture and technology are in instrumental and mechanical categories. 
Today, this need not be the linear and unvaryingly determinate regularities of 
Newtonian physics and may incorporate, say, quantum indeterminacy at a 
micro level while still presupposing probabilistic and statistical determinacy 
at macro scales. However, some theologically daring French theorists— like 
Jacques Ellul and Paul Ricœur— think of materialism itself as a function of 
theology and myth, but this puts them outside the first truth discourse of 
naturalistic materialism.

There are, then, competing first truth discourses bubbling away merrily 
on the enormous cooktop of human knowledge production. And yet— as 
signaled above by the word daring— there are dominant and peripheral first 
truth discourses in any given milieu of meaning. In our present times, the 
functionally materialist knowledge categories of science act as the dominant 
first truth discourse of Western modernity’s overarching framework of aca-
demic meaning. When “science and . . .” is in play, the reductively naturalist 
first truth discourse of our academy tacitly disciplines whatever is on the other 
side of science (say, religion) to be commensurate with its own functionally 
materialist first truth commitments.

Science has not always been our academy’s first truth discourse. Indeed, 
up until less than two hundred years ago, Christian theology was Western 
modernity’s first truth discourse. In early modernity, “science” (then called 
“natural philosophy”) not only sat within the first truth discourse of Christian 
theology but also had its very birth and dynamic youth within that discourse. 

2. This is the problem of the fragmentation of knowledge that increases in proportion to 
advances in siloed knowledge. For an attempt to address this problem from the grounds of 
Christian theological metaphysics, see Tyson, De- fragmenting Modernity.

A Christian Theology of Science
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3

But things changed. From about 1870 to 1970, Western modernity underwent a 
broad cultural transition out of the first truth discourse of Christian theology 
and into the secular and naturalistic first truth discourse of science. This was 
a cultural mutation of unparalleled significance. But whether science can 
really bear the weight of being our first truth discourse is another matter. And 
whether Christian theology has any meaning at all if it is not understood as 
a first truth discourse by Christians is now an unavoidable question.

What you are about to read is not a “science and religion” book. This book 
does not allow the and to tacitly reduce the first truth claims of Christian 
theology to the knowledge categories of naturalistic science. I appreciate that 
many highly intelligent secular and religious thinkers are entirely comfortable 
with science as our tacit first truth discourse and often think that religion is 
safe in its own specialist silo. To such an outlook, religion can reach happily 
(if carefully and respectfully) into the domain of science without being defined 
by “scientistic” truth categories. Indeed, such thinkers would find the idea 
that Christian theology should wish to be the first truth discourse for modern 
science deeply offensive. This they would see as the inversion of “scientism”; 
perhaps they would call it “religionism.” But I think the history of what has 
actually transpired during the de- Christianization of Western culture, which 
is the same time period when science became our first truth discourse, makes 
any happy interdisciplinary “science and religion” outlook wishful thinking, 
at least for the Christian. This book, then, seeks to understand science theo-
logically; it seeks to presuppose Christian theology as a first truth discourse 
when thinking about science; it seeks to recover and reimagine the theology 
of science. Oh, brave new world . . .

We are used to the idea of the philosophy of  science. Philosophy here 
incorporates science into itself and purports to be in a position to stand, 
in some sense, above science and to explore the validity of the warrants of 
scientific truth that science itself must simply assume. However, we are not 
used to the idea of the theology of  science doing the same thing. There is 
a reason for this. Modern philosophy itself is usually compatible with the 
reductive naturalism and functional materialism assumed by modern science, 
but traditional Christian theology is not. Which is to say that the of in the 
“philosophy of science” is not a genuine of. Actually, science and philosophy 
(which we tend to call “philosophy of science”) is much the same enterprise 
as science and religion. The first truth discourse of naturalistic materialism 
defines both philosophy and science in most of what passes for the philosophy 
of science today. Put another way, the empiricist, rationalist, and materialist 
understandings of modern philosophy that have raised science itself to the 
status of a functional first philosophy mean that contemporary science and 

Introduction
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4

philosophy are already harmonized; secular philosophy and naturalistic sci-
ence have long since combined to form the first truth discourse of Western 
modernity.

The theology of science, then, does purport to function on a higher plain 
of truth than naturalistic science. This is an impossible stance if one is com-
mitted to the dominant scientific first truth discourse of the contemporary 
secular academy. Yet— as I hope to demonstrate in this book— natural knowl-
edge must sit within a theological account of reality if Christian theology 
itself is to be taken as a genuine first truth discourse, at least by Christians. 
Conversely, any participation in the “science and religion” discourse on the 
terms of the prevailing first truth discourse of secular naturalism will buy 
epistemic credibility at the price of selling the theological and metaphysical 
soul of the Christian faith. Not a good deal for the Christian.

Swooping down from the lofty conceptual atmosphere of the above para-
graphs, the rest of this introduction will outline how we might move from 
an assumed outlook of “science and religion,” where science tacitly defines 
truth itself, to a “theology of  science” outlook, appealing to the long tradi-
tions of Christian thinking about nature and knowledge that predate the past 
two hundred years.

Naming the Uneasy History of Science and Christian Theology

Christian theology has a complex and intimate relationship with modern 
science. This text seeks to describe, explain, and encourage change in this 
relationship. What is unusual about this account is that it is written from the 
standpoint of Christian theology; it is not “a view from nowhere,” nor is it 
naturalistic science thinking about the credibility or otherwise of Christian 
theology.

The nub of the complexity of this relationship is that, while Christian 
theology is the historical womb of modern science, science gradually dis-
placed Christian theology as the West’s primary public truth discourse. This 
displacement was anything but intentional at the outset. Even so, modern 
science initiated an approach to demonstrable truth within a practical under-
standing of physical reality that, over time, became radically incommensurate 
with the core metaphysical and miraculous truth claims of Christian theology.

Significantly, this development started out being strongly religiously moti-
vated. Harking back to the Reformation and to the various religious uses to 
which the recovery of ancient skepticism were put, the high authority of estab-
lished truth in matters theological and metaphysical gave way to the practical 
and down- to- earth claims of demonstrable evidence. The seventeenth- century 

A Christian Theology of Science
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5

motto of the Royal Society of London for Improving Natural Knowledge is 
“nullius in verba” (take no one’s word for it). This motto exemplifies a strongly 
Protestant rejection of any unconditional obedience to institutional religious 
authority, a firm commitment to the “plain meaning” of reality as grasped by 
sensible people, and it is an overt defiance of the metaphysical book learning 
of natural philosophers in the universities.

Between the seventeenth century and the nineteenth century, the primary 
truth warrants of Western European culture noticeably shifted from the doc-
trinal authority of Christian theology to the demonstrable proofs of modern 
science. By the late eighteenth century, some theologians were keenly aware 
of this shift. In response, liberal Protestant theology adapted itself to the 
credibility criteria and knowledge modes of the new learning. After this, 
the metaphysical and miraculous truth claims of Christian theology became 
increasingly incredible to leading Enlightenment figures of the European in-
telligentsia. Through the nineteenth century, a growing discontent with tra-
ditional Christian outlooks on truth and reality steadily matured in Western 
academic circles. By this time the scientific secularization of Western European 
knowledge was firmly in motion.

By the early twentieth century, religious agnosticism and open disbelief 
toward traditional Christian truth claims were picking up serious momentum 
in the academy. The physical resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, as a historical 
fact, started to noticeably shift from being a common- sense public truth to 
being a hard- to- believe personal conviction. With the likes of Herbert Spencer 
and Bertrand Russell, serious attacks on the credibility of traditional Christian 
theology were launched in earnest by agnostic and atheist science advocates. 
Over the twentieth century, Western scientific knowledge increasingly became 
public truth at the cultural expense of the wisdom, morality, social orga-
nization, and metaphysical meaning framework of creedal Christian theology. 
Science was replacing Christian theology as the modern Western world’s first 
discourse of public truth. By the 1960s this process was pretty well complete, 
and we see a steep decline in the cultural influence of Christian theology on 
Western modernity in general thereafter.

Backing up to the early twentieth century, Christian theology was then 
responding to the transfer of its public truth standing to science in three main 
ways: adaptation, withdrawal, and appropriation.

Adaptation

The progressive trajectory forged by liberal Protestants sought to adapt 
Christian theology to the credibility parameters, knowledge methodologies, 

Introduction
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6

and functional materialism of modern science. This often involved jettisoning 
(or privatizing or mythologizing) the miraculous and the metaphysical from 
modern theology. Even so, more nuanced forms of adaptation that endeavored 
to hold fealty to both modern science and orthodox Christian doctrine were 
certainly being put forward. These largely operated by making some sort of 
Chalcedonian- style attempt not to confuse the two natures of science and 
religion in the one hypostatic unity of the Christian scientist. Whether this 
really worked is a complex question.

Withdrawal

The conservative trajectory in Christian theology withdrew from the pub-
lic sphere and retreated into the discretely “religious” domain of systematic 
theology. This transformed traditional creedal Christianity into a hermetically 
sealed personal- salvation religion that had no real bearing on the natural sci-
ences or on public knowledge in general. Here orthodoxy within “religious 
freedom” is bought at the high price of being in a bubble apart from the 
secular world.

Appropriation

The fundamentalist, anti- Darwinian tendency in— largely American— 
evangelical circles started up in earnest in the 1920s. This trajectory is con-
tinuous with pre- Darwinian natural theology, such as William Paley’s divine 
watchmaker apologetics (from the eighteenth century), and with the biblical 
positivism of Bishop James Ussher’s six- thousand- year biblical chronology 
(from the seventeenth century). This is a conservatively modern movement 
seeking to read Genesis as a natural history text while maintaining that the 
Bible— as revealed— has greater authority than the reconstructive specula-
tions of secular natural historians. In cosmology, this stance views creation as 
being, though originally harmonious and peaceable, now sinful, violent, and 
evil due to a world- reordering fall. Salvation history shows God’s redemp-
tive intervention in the order of the world via the incarnation and passion of 
Christ, though this intervention is yet to be fully consummated in the eschaton. 
This early modern creation cosmology holds that death, evil, and violence are 
aberrations in God’s originally good created order and that divinely caused 
catastrophic upheavals in the natural world are prominent features of recorded 
human history. In the nineteenth- and twentieth-century trajectories that are 
continuous with Ussher and Paley, the epistemic modes of modern science, 
guided by divine revelation, are employed against Charles Lyell’s geological 
uniformitarianism and Charles Darwin’s violently competitive evolutionary 

A Christian Theology of Science
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biology. This is an appropriation of modern science for a theological purpose 
that uses the inductive methodologies, evidential positivism, and rationalist 
assumptions of modern scientific proof but without accepting an agonis-
tic and uniformitarian cosmology, or a reductively materialist philosophy 
of nature. In the Reformed positivist tradition that is so important in early 
modern science, this stance maintains a “plain meaning” biblical hermeneutic, 
with deference to the epistemic authority of divine revelation. Thus “creation 
science”— note the explicit appropriation of the word science here— is set 
against the mainstream of twentieth- and twenty- first- century secularized 
and functionally materialist biological science. However, the opposition of 
creation science to Darwinian evolution fed neatly into an already existing 
“conflict” understanding of science and religion, which had been promoted 
in the late nineteenth century by advocates of secularized and functionally 
materialist science. Thus, appropriation advanced the historically fictitious 
“conflict myth.”3

Failed Strategies of War and Peace between Science and Religion

From the standpoint of Christian theology, it could be argued that the strate-
gies of adaptation, withdrawal, and appropriation employed over the past 
two centuries have done little other than entrench an inherently dysfunctional 
relationship between Christian theology and modern science. The basic truth 
commitments of creedal Christianity have become harder for modern West-
ern people to believe as Christian doctrine has become isolated from public 
truth and quarantined within religion. At the same time, science has become 
firmly secularized; its scope has been universalized to include ethics, politics, 
religion, the psyche, and more; and our public knowledge culture has become 
increasingly and reductively materialist.

It is significant that adaptation, withdrawal, and appropriation are all 
rear- guard responses. None of them have put forward a serious critique of 
the distinctive theoretical underpinnings of modern science that have eroded 
Christian theology’s public truth standing: modern empiricism, modern ratio-
nalism, and modern reductive physicalism. The reason why Christian theology 
has not yet produced a well- accepted first- order critique of the scientific secu-
larization of Western intellectual culture is so obvious that it is hard to see. 

3. No serious contemporary historian of modern science finds the late nineteenth- century 
idea that Christian theology and science are intrinsically at war remotely believable. Yet popular 
tropes from this fully discredited “conflict myth” not only persist but are routinely replicated. 
For a representative collection of myth- busting historians on this topic, see Numbers, Galileo 
Goes to Jail.

Introduction
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The truth is, Christian theology gave birth to modern science and thus has a 
deeply ingrained maternal loyalty to its offspring.4 Further, the story of this 
intimate relationship between Christian theology and modern science goes 
much further back than the modern era. Certain late- medieval forms of Chris-
tian theology— nominalism, voluntarism, the corpuscular doctrine of pure 
matter, and religiously motivated skepticism5— are the deep sources of the 
preconditions for modern scientific knowledge. Modern Christian theology 
would have to critique its own tacit knowledge assumptions if it were to find a 
way of thinking outside the truth categories of modern science. Many modern 
Christians have no interest in rethinking their own outlook on knowledge and 
nature, and those who are trying often have a hard time reworking their own 
presuppositions back far enough to undertake a serious first- order rethink 
of modern approaches to the knowledge of nature.

The Challenge of Making a New Start

So how does the contemporary relationship between Christian theology and 
modern science look from the perspective of Christian theology? In many 
regards one would have to say it looks pretty damaging, even though modern 
science is the love child of Christian theology and a devotion to the Creator by 
means of understanding the wonders of creation. But perhaps the more inter-
esting question is, What could the future of the relationship between Chris-
tian theology and science look like? There are growing indications that the 
dominant modes of adaptation, withdrawal, and appropriation, which have 
been with us since the late Victorian era, are increasingly being abandoned by 
Christian theologians, and some rather interesting alternatives are emerging.6 
The relationship is changing, and— so this text will argue— changing for the 

4. See, for example, Harrison, Bible, Protestantism, and the Rise of  Natural Science; Thomas, 
Religion and the Decline of  Magic; Webster, Paracelsus; Hooykaas, Religion and the Rise of 
Modern Science; Shapin, Scientific Life; Gaukroger, Emergence of  a Scientific Culture; Gau-
kro ger, Francis Bacon.

5. These terms will be unpacked further on in the text.
6. One example of an interesting emerging endeavor is the After Science and Religion Project 

(2018–2021) run through the Institute for Advanced Studies in the Humanities at the University 
of Queensland, Australia. Here world- class philosophical theologians (such as John Milbank, 
David Bentley Hart, and Rowan Williams) have settled down with top historians of modern 
science (Peter Harrison and Bernard Lightman); first- rate, theologically sensitive philosophers 
(William Desmond, David C. Schindler, and Charles Taylor); and high- standing, theologically 
engaged scientists (Andrew Davison and Tom McLeish) to do some first- order rethinking of 
how we understand science and religion themselves. The two central publications of this proj ect 
are Milbank and Harrison, After Science and Religion; and Harrison and Tyson, New Direc-
tions in Theology and Science.

A Christian Theology of Science
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better. There may yet be a very interesting future for Christian theology and 
science. Perhaps, even, Christians will start to move away from the past two 
centuries of “science and religion” discourse and make the attempt to recover 
a theology of  science. But such an enterprise is not simply the overcoming of 
existing problems; it is the redefining of the problems themselves. This is a 
very difficult process. We cannot go from the deeply engrained assumptions 
of science- and- religion thinking to a theology- of- science outlook in one jump. 
We need to start with what is familiar to us and from there move to what is 
unfamiliar. In order to do this the argument that follows will open by seeking 
to define Christian theology within the truth categories of modern science. 
This exercise is important for a number of reasons. It will set up starting 
categories of thought that lead quite convincingly to the death of Christian 
theology as a viable first truth discourse. Once we can see where those catego-
ries take us, if we are interested in Christian theology coming back to life as a 
first truth discourse, then obviously we may have to reconsider the categories 
that got us into such a mess. This will entail— as we go— reconsidering the 
very ideas of “science” and “religion” as we currently know them. Once we 
can get to that point, we can start to think about what a Christian theology 
of science might actually look like. But to get started, it will be helpful to first 
sketch out working definitions of Christian theology and modern science.

Introduction
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1

Starting Definitions of Christian 
Theology and of Science

Decisive and true answers to the questions “What is Christian theology?” and 
“What is science?” are far harder to come up with than one might think.1 
There are reasons for this that we will explore as we go, but in order to sidestep 
major questions in meta- theology, the philosophy of science, and the history 
of “science and religion”— at least at the outset— this book is going to open 
with provisional definitions of Christian theology and of science.

1.1 What Is Christian Theology?

The word theology is derived from two Greek words: theos, meaning God, and 
logos, meaning reason. Theology is reasoning about God. Christian theology 
is reasoning about God as underpinned by the most foundational belief com-
mitments of the Christian faith. Hence, to find out what Christian theology 
is, one must first know something about what the most foundational belief 
commitments of a Christian are. What do Christians take to be the primary 
truths of their faith?

1. The case against essentialist definitions of science and religion is very strong and largely 
appreciated in the field of scholarship that is concerned with the nature and history of modern 
science and modern religion. For an excellent recent text in this trajectory, see Reeves, Against 
Methodology in Science and Religion.
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For a minimal starting definition of Christian theology, I am going to 
stick with what most obviously makes Christian reasoning about God dis-
tinctive: Christology. Here I am going to define a Christian as someone who 
is committed to the truth of these five claims: (1) the historical person Jesus 
of Nazareth was God incarnate, (2) he was born of a virgin, (3) he was 
crucified and died under the Roman governor Pontius Pilate, (4) he physi-
cally rose from the dead, and (5) he then ascended to heaven. This way of 
defining Christian theology as reasoning about God from its core doctrinal 
belief  commitments is, again, only a minimal and starting way of defin-
ing what Christian theology is, and yet I think it is an inescapable starting 
point. I take it that while one can be a scholar of Christian theology without 
being committed to these five orthodox Christological truth claims, one can-
not be a Christian theologian without holding that these claims are really  
true.

It is important to note that four out of five of these core Christian truth 
claims are of a miraculous or metaphysical nature. I take a miracle to be a 
singular act of God within nature that cannot be explained by our under-
standing of the regular operations of nature. I take metaphysics to pertain 
to transcendent realities that are the grounds of observable physical nature, 
rather than being truths directly discoverable “within” nature.

It is also important to note that Christian theology takes the idea of reve-
lation seriously, viewing revelation as the primary basis for true theological 
knowledge. That is, the Christian understanding is that the source of theo-
logical truth lies ultimately beyond the normal limitations of human sensory 
perception and logic, even though those limited faculties partially mediate 
divine truth to us.2

1.2 What Is Science?

The oldest currently active scientific institution of the modern world is the 
Royal Society of London for Improving Natural Knowledge. It was granted a 
royal charter in 1662. Well before the word science was in common use,3 this 
society was set up as a college for “the promoting of physico- mathematical 

2. Christian theology— particularly in its patristic expression— upholds an apophatic sensi-
bility concerning the inherent limitations of the creature in trying to understand the Creator. See 
Dionysius the Areopagite, Divine Names and Mystical Theology. This is also well represented 
in Roman Catholic theology. See Nicholas of Cusa, Of  Learned Ignorance; and Pieper, Silence 
of  St. Thomas. Lutheran theology appreciates this line of reasoning also. See Alfsvåg, What 
No Mind Has Conceived.

3. Harrison, Territories of  Science and Religion, 147–48.

A Christian Theology of Science
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experimental learning.”4 Let us start with the idea that modern science is 
physico- mathematical, experimental, natural knowledge.

The experimental component of this new (in the seventeenth century) 
type of learning concerns what we now call empiricism. This is the “look 
and see” approach to natural knowledge. The idea here is that carefully 
calibrated, accurate observation provides us with the best means of under-
standing the physical world. This is because sense perception is taken— by 
modern empiricists— to be the only grounds of our knowledge of the world. 
After we have observed and accurately measured natural regularities, we can 
then mathematically and imaginatively formulate theories about how nature 
works. Then, once we have a theoretical idea about what we expect will always 
happen in nature, we can rig up a controlled experiment that will enable us 
to “see” if what we think should happen actually does happen. Observation 
then either confirms or refutes our theories about natural causal necessities. 
Here observation is the first measure and ultimate test of the validity of our 
theories about nature. Modern science, then, is characterized by the empirical 
interrogation of natural phenomena via controlled experiments.

The physico- mathematical part of the Royal Society’s approach to natural 
knowledge is what we might call its rationalist theoretical inclination and its 
physically reductive methodology. Let us look at mathematical rationalism 
first.

Way back in classical times, Aristotle produced some fascinating think-
ing on the relationship between mathematical points, lines, and geometrical 
objects, on the one hand, and real bodies in the physical world, on the other.5 
What type of relationship there really is between mathematics and physical 
bodies is still a complex and genuinely hard problem, but that there is a rela-
tionship is a very old idea that has proved enormously helpful in all sorts of 
practical and theoretical arenas of human knowing and making. Of course, 
this idea did not start with Aristotle. Going back further in time— as seen in 
the civilizations of Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley, Egypt, and every archaic 
people group— the careful study of the regular movements of heavenly bodies 
integrated mathematics with observable phenomena. Mathematics, in other 
words, is a language that often very successfully describes necessary and 
causal relationships in nature.

4. On November 28, 1660, a committee of twelve prominent scholars, physicians, and mem-
bers of the English royal court convened at Gresham College in London to inaugurate the for-
mation of a new college. The minutes of its first meeting record that the purpose of this college 
was “the promoting of physico- mathematical experimental learning.” This college became the 
Royal Society of London two years later. See Hunter, “Founder Members of the Royal Society.”

5. Aristotle, Physics 193b23–194a12.

Starting Defnitiinn io  Crintian  Ceioigg ann io SSienSe
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However one understands the meaning of the regularities we can observe 
in nature, the fact is, most natural systems can be mathematically modeled 
in one way or another. For this reason, the precise quantification and careful 
spatiotemporal measurement that provide data for the mathematical modeling 
of physical phenomena are central features of the modern scientific method. 
Modern science is a mathematically rationalist enterprise. But unlike the 
mystical mathematical rationalism of the ancient Pythagoreans, for example, 
modern science is also a physically reductive enterprise.

The “physico” part of the Royal Society’s guiding purpose reduced its 
knowledge scope to a practical and physical understanding of how nature 
works. Before the late nineteenth century, nature (physis) was seldom seen as 
reductively material.6 However, a functional materialism was latent in mod-
ern science, as dropping medieval ideas about matter gave at least two great 
boons to the new learning. The first boon granted by a purely physical (pure 
matter) conception of nature is that this outlook greatly simplifies nature 
metaphysically. Purpose, theology, essence, and value can be bracketed out 
from a “nature” that is simply “material.” The second is that, once theology 
and metaphysics are no longer the concern of the observer and user of a 
purely material nature, curiosity and technological power can be liberated 
from sacred and moral constraint.

Metaphysically, the seventeenth- century idea of “pure matter” entails the 
idea that the material domain, as distinct from the supernatural domain, 
is entirely autonomous from divine grace and can be fully comprehended 
without recourse to any notions of transcendent essence or divine energy. 
This modern idea of pure matter is a decisive break with medieval hylomor-
phism (“matter” and “form” integrated conceptions of physical reality). To 
medieval Aristotelians, the moral and intellective form of any existing being 
(“form” here concerns essence, structure, purpose, and value) is not material, 
but form is just as surely a part of nature (physis) as matter is. To a modern, 
pure- matter outlook, matter itself— not form, not essence, not purpose, not 
value— is all that really exists in nature. Things are complex and involved 
when trying to follow the changes in the metaphysics of matter from the 
sixteenth to the seventeenth century, but certain sixteenth- century theological 
ideas paved the way for a de- gracing (full naturalization) of nature that made 
a new metaphysics of matter viable from the seventeenth century onward.7

6. From its founding, the Royal Society was often interested in observation- based experi-
mentation and theorizing in astrology, witches, occult phenomena, and the like.

7. For a quick look at the de- gracing of physical reality in the sixteenth century, see Dupré, 
Passage to Modernity, 171–89.

A Christian Theology of Science
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Once nature is thought of as purely material, this gives a distinctive license 
to the new natural knowledge to be focused on use. Knowledge becomes 
instrumental power for the improvement of humanity’s lot. Further, once 
the natural world is thought of as being at least functionally theologically 
neutral— that is, as able to be meaningfully understood outside the domain 
of theology— then Protestant and Catholic natural philosophers could agree 
on what was observed in nature, even if they could not agree on the mean-
ing of nature. It is important to recognize that this idea of a purely material 
reality did not imply atheism in early modernity and that modern science 
was largely embedded within modern Western theology up until the late 
nineteenth century.

The complement to the seventeenth- century idea of a purely material phys-
ical reality was the invention of an entirely spiritual idea of supernatural 
reality. Here reality itself had two carefully separated stories. But the au-
tonomous yet complementary understanding of a two- storied reality did not 
stay complementary. By the late nineteenth century, a functional physical 
reductionism in the purely material bottom story of reality was changing its 
relationship with a purely supernatural upper story. Increasingly, functional 
physical reductionism was evolving into a theoretical reductionism, presup-
posing a materialist outlook on reality itself. The supernatural upper story 
became seen as the domain of make- believe. The social sciences, for example, 
were born in the nineteenth century out of reductively materialist thinking 
about politics and economics as put forward by Karl Marx.8 Sigmund Freud’s 
psychological science, equally, presupposed that all human meanings are po-
etically generated out of instinctive and socially conditioned necessities that 
are reducible, in the end, to material reality.9 By the early twentieth century, 
the knowledge generated by our academic culture— particularly in the human 
sciences— largely assumed that science itself must be reductively materialist 
in its theoretical commitments, and that the physical world is the only reality 
we can know about.

Modern science today is knowledge of the natural world that is derived 
from at least these three foundational philosophical and methodologically 
applied commitments: empiricism, rationalism, and physical reductionism. 
This will be our core, though admittedly un- nuanced, starting answer to the 
question “What is science?”

8. Marx is regarded as the first of the three great thinkers in modern classical sociology, the 
other two being Max Weber and Émile Durkheim. See Kimmel, Classical Sociological Theory; 
and Singer, Karl Marx.

9. Freud, Future of  an Illusion.

Starting Defnitiinn io  Crintian  Ceioigg ann io SSienSe
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1.3 Prescriptive Theology and Descriptive Science

A significant issue regarding the operational differences between Christian 
theology and science within the public norms of Western modernity con-
cerns description and prescription. The usual story is that science is descrip-
tive of “simply” what is physically “there,” whereas Christian theology is 
prescriptive.

Theology concerns how Christians should live and how they should make 
sense of the world in the light of revealed first- order truths. There is a nor-
mative aspect at the very heart of the Christian theological enterprise. Here 
first- order truths are the foundational premises of the Christian way of life, 
which can be lived well (as enabled by the Holy Spirit, in accord with the 
revelations given to the church, in the fellowship of believers) or not so well. 
There is a perfect model for the Christian to both emulate and participate 
in— namely, the life of Christ. For this reason, the imperfect Christian in the 
church militant can always be encouraged to do better.

Science, on the other hand, is seen not as prescriptive but as descriptive. 
Science— we tend to assume— is not interested in telling anyone how they 
should live, or in making normative judgments at all. Science simply tells us 
what is physically there and how it physically works.

A highly significant consequence of seeing science as descriptive and Chris-
tian theology as prescriptive is that we have corralled metaphysical and norma-
tive concerns (first- order beliefs and prescriptive qualitative judgments) into 
the personal territory of religion (or, perhaps, philosophy), and we have cor-
ralled matters of fact and instrumental know- how into the public territory of 
science and technology. Here, first- order beliefs and normative commitments 
are not seen as matters of public knowledge. Matters of public knowledge 
are not, in themselves, seen as carrying any metaphysical, prescriptive, or 
normative freight.

In reality, applied science can be every bit as prescriptive as Christian 
theology,10 and applied Christian theology should be just as concerned with 
accurately describing reality and with understanding instrumental power as 
is science.11 The mismatch between our assumptions about autonomous, ob-
jective description and subjective prescription, and how we actually integrate 

10. For example, if you want to stop the spread of a pandemic by translating a scientific 
understanding of its transmission and cure into enforceable and implemented policies, then 
science will be integral to the normative objective of controlling the pandemic and saving 
human lives.

11. For example, accurate and factual knowledge— of both political realities and scriptural 
meanings— is required if the believer is to discern under what circumstances loyalty to God 
requires disobedience to civil authorities.

A Christian Theology of Science
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the two, need not concern us yet. But at this tentative definitional outset, 
a significant sociological feature of the way we typically define Christian 
theology and science is that the former is presumed to be prescriptive and the 
latter is presumed to be descriptive. The separation of meaning, value, and 
transcendence, on the one hand, from facts, use, and working knowledge, on 
the other, is a very significant feature of how Christian theology and science 
have developed within the modern Western way of life, at least over the past 
two hundred years.

1.4 Christian Theology and Science?

Using our starting definitions, we can say that Christian theology is prescrip-
tive thinking about God and reality as done by people who hold that Christ is 
God incarnate, was born of a virgin, was crucified, rose from the dead, and 
ascended into heaven; and science is a rational, empirical, and reductively 
physical form of descriptive natural knowledge.

As sketched in the introduction, science has come to displace Christian 
theology as the first truth discourse of the modern scientific age. This is 
important to understand. When Christian theology was the first truth dis-
course of the broadly Western lifeworld, the meaning of natural knowledge 
was interpreted and situated within Christian theology. When things are the 
other way around, the meaning of Christian theology is readily understood 
and interpreted as situated within the truth criteria of modern science.

The next chapter will show what happens when you take these core starting 
definitions and try to look at the truth claims of Christian theology through 
the interpretive lens of modern science. As should be obvious, this is not going 
to work well for Christian theology. This is by no means the end of the matter 
concerning the relationship between Christian theology and modern science. 
Even so, there is nothing to be gained by pretending that Christian theology 
has nothing to be concerned about under the cultural conditions wherein 
modern science is the first truth discourse of our public knowledge culture.

Starting Defnitiinn io  Crintian  Ceioigg ann io SSienSe
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2

Viewing Christian Theology 
through the Truth Lens  
of Science

George MacDonald famously said, “Seeing is not believing— it is only seeing.”1 
It is clear from the context of the quote that MacDonald is not here offer-
ing us a defense of “only seeing.” Rather, he is drawing our attention to the 
intimate and unavoidable relationship between what we see and how we see.2 
That is, there are always prior beliefs (and prior unbeliefs) that are the inter-
pretive lenses through which we understand our experience of the world and 
its meaning.

If we think of modern science as an empirical, rational, and physically 
reductive approach to an at least provisionally valid knowledge of the natural 
world, then we are using science as an interpretive lens to give us a distinc-
tive vision of the natural world. If we then look through this lens at the truth 

1. MacDonald, Princess and the Goblin, 173.
2. In the story, the young hero, Curdie, is gently castigated for not believing the heroine, 

Princess Irene, simply because he could not see what she described to him. The story makes it 
clear that Curdie had every reason to believe that Irene would not lie to him, and every reason 
to believe that she had unusual virtue and insight. Had he trusted these high reasons, this would 
have relativized the fact that he could not see what she was describing to him with his own eyes. 
But seeing, on the spiritual plane, is a function of trust in higher truths than what ordinary 
sight can naturally grasp. MacDonald is explaining that in these high matters one must believe 
in order to see, and it is entirely the wrong way around to try to see in order to believe.
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claims of Christian theology, anything outside the ambit of what that lens 
is ground to view will immediately become invisible— whether it is there or 
not, whether it is true or not. This is what MacDonald means by “seeing is 
not believing.”3

But given that science is very good at knowledge construction within the 
ambit of what it does see, perhaps the interests of truth are well served by using 
science to examine foundational Christian truth claims. This seems sensible. 
Science aspires to giving us true knowledge about the natural world. Further, 
the Christian faith claims to be inextricably embedded in real historical events 
in the natural world; the Christian faith is lived out in the natural world; and 
“religion”4 is, at least in some measure, a natural human phenomenon. If 
the Christian Gospels are real historical documents reporting real historical 
events, then surely the scientific knowledge tools of empirical evidence and 
rational analysis should happily substantiate the truth claims of Christian 
theology.

Before subjecting Christian truth claims to the knowledge criteria of mod-
ern science, an important historical point needs to be made: certain types of 
Christian theology were a driving force in the invention of modern science.5 
We will come back to this later, as the explicitly non- theological way of under-
standing what science itself is only really becomes something “in the air,” so 
to speak, in the nineteenth century. But as we are historically situated after 
the nineteenth century, the manner in which “science” has become a terrain 
discretely cordoned off from “religion” and the manner in which “theology” 
has become discretely “religious” deeply shape the way we now think about 
what both science and Christian theology are.6 In this chapter, we will start 
with contemporary “science and religion” assumptions, even though the situa-
tion is much more complex than their assumed definability and independence 
really allow.

So, provisionally bracketing out the important historical fact that modern 
science is profoundly indebted to Christian theology, let us think about what 
post- nineteenth- century science has to say about Christian theology. Let us 
look at our five core Christian truths through the knowledge lenses of scientific 
empiricism, rationalism, and physical reductionism.

3. Concerning all those things that science does not see (value, meaning, love, purpose, etc.), 
see Tyson, Seven Brief  Lessons on Magic.

4. As already mentioned, there are good reasons to be uncomfortable with the idea that we 
can say what “religion” is. See Nongbri, Before Religion. But at this point of the argument, I 
am speaking as if “science” has valid grounds for judging “religion.”

5. Harrison, Fall of  Man; Gaukroger, Emergence of  a Scientific Culture, 471–509.
6. Again, see Harrison, Territories of  Science and Religion.

Viewing Christian Theology through the Truth Lens of Science 
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2.1 Empiricism and Christian Theology

David Hume is probably the most widely revered philosophical thinker in the 
modern empiricist trajectory. Hume explicitly thinks about whether miracles 
can be believed, and he argues that they cannot be.7 As four out of five of our 
core Christian truth claims have to do with the miraculous, if Hume is right, 
then it looks as though Christian theology is incompatible with a modern 
empirical understanding of a meaningful knowledge of the natural world. 
If the modern evidential criteria of empiricism can establish only that it is 
historically reasonable to believe that Jesus of Nazareth was crucified under 
Pontius Pilate in the first century of the Common Era, then either the other 
core claims of Christian truth are false or they are simply outside the truth 
criteria of empiricism. In his famous “fork,” Hume himself treats anything 
that is not a matter of rational tautology or probable empirical fact as tosh. 
He explains, “If we take in our hand any volume; of divinity or school meta-
physics, for instance; let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning con-
cerning quantity or number? No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning 
concerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it then to the flames: 
for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.”8

Hume’s reasoning is powerful. Empirical knowledge is, as philosophers say, 
a posteriori.9 That is, we form an understanding of the physical world after 
we have sensory experience to reason about. Rigorously empirical knowledge 
does not presume to know what will happen before anything happens. The 
fact that my pencil falls when I drop it is not something I can indubitably 
and empirically know in advance of its happening, if I am relying purely on 
sensory experience. Even so, if I observe something happening the same way 
many times, and observe no exceptions to this pattern, this gives me reason 
to expect a probable natural tendency, and I may well be able to formulate 
probable natural tendencies into universal “laws of nature” that enable at least 
some degree of predictive and manipulative power over natural phenomena. 
Physical regularities seem to be how observable reality works. So, the idea 
of theoretically formulating scientific “laws” as universal predictions on the 
basis of repeated observations is a solid form of genuine knowledge about the 

7. Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, section 10, “Of Miracles” (70–85).
8. Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 107.
9. In philosophical jargon, a posteriori reasoning is inductive reasoning, which endeavors 

to move from the particular and tangible to the universal and the rational. The inverse of this 
is a priori reasoning, which is deductive reasoning, endeavoring to move from the universal and 
abstract to the particular and tangible. I say “endeavoring” very intentionally here, for, as Hume 
points out, neither approach, as tried in modern Western philosophy, has proved itself capable 
of realizing this endeavor so as to be able to produce certain knowledge.

A Christian Theology of Science
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natural world. By this pathway, however, any miraculous event— any singular, 
complete anomaly with respect to the probable and observed regularities of 
nature, particularly if learned about only by hearsay— cannot be believed if 
one is to maintain a commitment to reasonable empirical knowledge. Also, 
to this outlook any metaphysical speculation about the supposed unobserv-
able preconditions of the observable world can never amount to empirical 
knowledge. So, in principle, the only thing that empiricism could judge re-
garding the five basic truth claims of Christianity would be whether Jesus 
of Nazareth really was a historical figure who was crucified under Pontius 
Pilate. All metaphysical and miraculous claims would be dismissed as inher-
ently unbelievable by Hume.

I am going to side with Hume here— just at the outset, mind— and con-
clude that the defining features of Christology are either false or impossible 
to comment on by the criteria of empirical science. If this is the case, then it 
has serious implications for a striking tendency within biblical scholarship, 
particularly as influenced by German thought from the late eighteenth cen-
tury to the present.

What can be loosely called the historical- critical method of biblical analysis 
applies the categories of empirical credibility in historical knowledge to the 
humanist linguistic- and textual- analysis traditions of early modernity in the 
exegesis and hermeneutics of the Christian Scriptures. Many fascinating in-
sights about the larger historical, linguistic, and (speculatively reconstructed) 
textual history of the Christian Scriptures have been put forward by such 
scholarship, but the truth criteria of Humean empiricism are inherently in-
compatible with any miraculous and any metaphysical truth. We shall return 
to this matter later. But as a point of historical fact, this development in the 
modern scientific exegesis and interpretation of the Christian Scriptures is 
directly linked to the birth of modern atheism in the mid- nineteenth century 
and is a profound causal driver of the post- Christian secularism of European 
culture, which took the world by storm not long after World War II.10 It seems 

10. The manner in which David Strauss’s Life of  Jesus Critically Examined (1835–36) paves 
the way for Ludwig Feuerbach’s Essence of  Christianity (1841), which energizes Karl Marx’s 
critique of the prevailing class- based social order in his “Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s 
Philosophy of Right” (1843), is but one clear link between German biblical scholarship and 
nineteenth- century radical atheism. The historiographical rejections of supernatural and meta-
physical accounts of the life of Jesus by liberal Protestant biblical scholars is by no means the 
only factor producing post- Marxist atheism, but it is by no means insignificant. On the social 
and intellectual history of post- Marxist atheism, see Spencer, Atheists, for an excellent and very 
accessible account, in particular, of the development of atheism from the nineteenth century 
forward. For a dense scholarly analysis of the sixteenth- century backstory to modern atheism, 
see Buckley, At the Origins of  Modern Atheism. See Jenkins, God’s Continent, for a careful 
look at the collapse of Christianity in Europe after World War II.
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historically hard to deny that trying to understand the nature and meaning 
of the Christian scriptural revelation in the categories of empirical science is 
tantamount to making orthodox Christian theology unbelievable.11

It looks like evaluating the truth claims of Christian theology by empirical 
science is going to lead one to the decisive either/or frontier of Hume’s fork. If 
one goes down this path, then one must choose as a first truth criterion either 
empirical science and abstract reason or— if science is empirical knowledge 
after Hume’s manner of thinking— an anti- science and irrational Christian 
revelation. One cannot be committed to the miraculous historical truth claims 
of orthodox Christianity and be a Humean empiricist.

2.2 Rationalism and Christian Theology

Mathematical and syllogistic logic is inherently tautological, universally valid, 
abstract, and a priori in nature. Every valid mathematical equation is true by 
definition and whichever way you say it. If a = bc2, then bc2 = a, and c2 = a 
÷ b. Mathematical truths are universally true. The relationship between the 
diameter and the circumference of a circle is always the same for any (perfect) 
circle. But in physical reality, there is no perfect circle, and every falling object in 
an atmosphere will fall in a particular rather than a uniformly universal manner 
owing to the contingencies of the aerodynamics of its shape, the movement 
of the medium in which it is falling, and the gravitational and other forces, 
fields, and interactive influences to which it is subject. But here is the interesting 
thing. On the basis of abstract universal and mathematically defined principles, 
enough contingent information will allow for a high degree of predictive ac-
curacy in describing the trajectory of a falling object. So there is a relationship 
between the universal mathematical abstractions expressed in Newton’s laws 
of motion and the highly contingent context of any particular real object in 
motion. Even so, we never “see” the universal abstract “law” itself; we only 
see its effects. This is troubling for the empiricist. How, from an empiricist 
standpoint, can something that we cannot directly perceive with our senses, 
something that is itself not physical (such as a mathematical “law”), be real?

Modern science is a curious beast that has its being within a strange, philo-
sophically incoherent partnership between a posteriori sensory perception and 
a priori abstract reasoning.12 The practical ideology of science is the means 

11. David Strauss thinks that myth is the proper category in which to understand Christian 
truth. Yet he also does not believe in miracles and uses the tools of historical reconstruction, 
based on naturalistic categories, to isolate religious myth from historical fact.

12. Immanuel Kant’s acclaimed attempt to unite rationalist philosophy with empiricist 
philosophy by reducing our knowledge of reality to the knowledge of phenomena is one of 
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by which this incoherence is bypassed: It works, so who cares if it doesn’t 
make watertight philosophical sense? But leaving this curious philosophical 
incoherence and its pragmatic “solution” to one side for now, let us simply 
think about how a modern rationalist outlook might evaluate the basic truth 
claims of Christian theology.

Pre- Christian classical Greek theology is highly rationalistic. It appeals to 
universal, abstract, rational, immaterial, and eternally valid conceptions of 
divinity. For this reason— as Saint Paul noticed— the idea that God entered 
history and became flesh, that this paradoxical God- man was crucified, and 
that Jesus physically rose from the dead is foolishness to the Greeks. The 
Christian gospel is all too particular, too contingent, too historically em-
bedded, too exotic to be taken seriously as rationally credible. Indeed, the 
very transmission of Christian doctrine is highly distasteful to the rational-
ist. Accounts of miraculous events, transmitted through the prejudices and 
limitations of particular narrative- constructing communities, defy rational 
credibility. Theology should be universal, mathematically necessary, and 
logically coherent to be credible to a rationalist.13 In contrast, orthodox 
Christianity is embedded in historical particularity and contingency, often in 
logical paradox; and Christology in particular is distastefully anthropocen-
tric (God, indeed, becomes human). Further, the passion, crisis, existential 
commitment, and communal submission of Christian faith are offensive to 
the impersonally rationalist, religiously autonomous, and reductively analytic 
disposition. The eighteenth century saw the rise of rationalist deism among 
elite intellectuals, and it was decisively non- Christian, particularly as regards 
orthodox Christology.14

It seems that the rationalist face of modern science may well be just as 
unimpressed with the core truth claims of Christian theology as is the em-
piricist face of modern science. Indeed, contemporary mitigated rationalists 
are usually highly averse to any metaphysical or theological use of reason. 
After Kant, the idea that we can’t know any metaphysical truth about things 

the most impressive achievements of modern philosophy. However, the history of the strong 
idealist reaction to Kant, followed by a strong praxis inversion of idealism and by the revolt 
against both rationalism and empiricism in those figures of the nineteenth century we now call 
counter- Enlightenment thinkers, would lead one to wonder whether Kant did really “solve” 
the relationship between rationalism and empiricism. I, for one, am not satisfied that he did.

13. See the fascinating rationalist natural theology book The Mind of  God by the entirely 
nonreligious theoretical cosmologist Paul Davies.

14. Isaac Newton was an Arian (someone who does not believe in creedal Christology and 
trinitarian theology) at— ironically— Trinity College Cambridge. The rationalist spirit of the 
eighteenth century, particularly when applied to matters of primary belief in theological earnest, 
had a lot of trouble with orthodox Christology.

Viewing Christian Theology through the Truth Lens of Science 

_Tyson_ChristianTheologyScience_AD_wo.indd   37_Tyson_ChristianTheologyScience_AD_wo.indd   37 5/12/22   4:16 PM5/12/22   4:16 PM

Paul Tyson, A Christian Theology of Science 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission. 



24

as they really are,15 along with the rise of reductive materialism within the 
professionalized and secularized scientific culture, fostered by the likes of 
Thomas Huxley and Bertrand Russell, means that the pre- nineteenth- century 
rationalist and deistic trajectory has largely become today’s analytic and 
atheistic trajectory. Here abstract reason is often paired with a commitment 
to reductive materialism. Reason is here firmly opposed to any metaphysical 
or spiritual reality. This sort of reason is certainly as opposed to the miracu-
lous as Hume is.

If rationalism admits only of timeless, universal, necessary, and imperson-
ally mathematical truths, then God becoming human within the contingencies 
of history, as well as all the miraculous violations of the necessary logical 
regularities of nature entwined in the foundations of Christian truth claims, 
makes it hard to see how Christian theology could be compatible with a 
scientific rationalist perspective. Here, too, we seem faced with an either/or 
choice between Christian theology and scientific rationalism.

2.3 Physical Reductionism and Christian Theology

This bit can be done very quickly. If science is concerned only with physical 
reality, then four out of five of the core Christian truth commitments must 
either be false or outside the ambit of science. Again, it seems that one must 
make an either/or choice between scientific reductive physicalism and Chris-
tian theology.

2.4 Are Modern Science and Christian Theology Incompatible?

If, in our secular age, science is defined as the empirical, rational, and physi-
cally reductive knowledge of nature, then it must judge the core truth claims 
of Christian theology as either false or outside its ambit (i.e., outside the 
ambit of a factual and rational knowledge of the natural world). The idea 
that one could be a Christian for scientific reasons seems impossible if sci-
ence and Christian theology are defined in the way we have defined them. 
The idea that Christian theology— at least as regards the historical and meta-

15. According to Kant, we can know only “transcendental” (not transcendent) truths about 
how things appear to us, and we can know only “categorical” rational moral imperatives, 
again arising from within us. Faith, for Kant, is entirely separate from knowledge, such that if 
Christian faith is to have any respect as something reasonable (religion within the bounds of 
reason alone), it is only Christianity’s upholding of what Kant considers to be rational moral 
imperatives that can be taken as valid. Following this sort of reasoning, being a good Christian 
often reduces to being rationally moral from Kant onward in high German thinking.
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physical truth of core Christological claims— could even be compatible with 
modern secular and naturalistically reductive science seems hard to sustain.

In a context where science is the dominant public truth discourse, Christian 
theology is not only separated from a knowledge of the tangibly real world; 
it is inherently unbelievable by the truth criteria of the dominant knowledge 
culture. This, I think, Christian theology must recognize as the situation in 
which it is placed by the dominant knowledge and operational norms of our 
contemporary secular, technological, pragmatic lifeworld. In this context, 
when Christian thinkers too eagerly seek the imprimatur of science, or too 
completely accept the truth criteria of modern science as something that 
Christian theology needs to conform to if it is to have any real validity, it is 
curtains for Christian theology. Our recent crop of evangelical atheists are 
usually egregiously ignorant of Christian theology16— but there is a scientism 
that is empiricist, rationalist, and reductively physicalist, and so an avowed 
enemy of the truth credibility of Christian theology, that really does have a 
good claim to be the progeny of post- nineteenth- century science itself.

We have now very quickly run the foundational truth claims of Christian 
theology through the validity criteria of modern empirical, rational, and 
physically reductive science. This process has not had a positive outcome for 
Christian theology. But let us try this process the other way around and see 
where that ends up. In turning the tables in this way, we may discover that 
there are credible reasons to conclude that the distinctive knowledge outlook 
of modern science cannot carry the weight of being Western culture’s first 
truth discourse.

But first we need to prepare the way in the next chapter, because to run the 
foundational truth claims of science through the validity criteria of Christian 
theology is much harder than it looks. It is hard because judging the basic 
interpretive commitments of contemporary science with orthodox Chris-
tian theology is to use Christian theology as a first truth discourse. This is 
something we are no longer accustomed to doing. We must therefore recover 
what Christian theology as a first truth discourse actually looks like before we 
can try the reverse of the process we performed so effortlessly in this chapter.

16. Dawkins (The God Delusion) is, for example, stunningly ignorant of Christian theology. 
David Bentley Hart provides the best antidote to this sort of polemic. See Hart, Experience of 
God and Atheist Delusions.
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