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For many people the words ‘science’ and ‘religion’ are mutually exclusive, yet many 

senior researchers in biology and physical sciences maintain a strong religious belief. 

The assumption is such a dichotomy of intellect must be a modern phenomenon. One 

only brought into sharp focus with the rise, and near dominance, of science in the 

modern industrialised world. The virtual triumph of science over religion, with regards 

to the general explanation of ‘life the universe and everything’ has seen, paradoxically, 

in the last few decades a meteoric rise of fundamentalist religions. A cynic may suggest 

that this is religion’s last desperate stand: faced with ridicule and irrelevance by 

relentless scientific progress, religion was forced to ‘fight fire with fire’. Traditional 

religions with ageing, conservative and media averse congregations are simply unable, 

or unwilling, to mount a counter attack. The rise of tele-evangelists, and congregations 

bordering on cults, are simply examples of religion adapting to the times and fighting to 

maintain a relevance in people’s lives. The truth may however be much less simplistic, 

or indeed much less cynical. 

A notable, and very successful, development has been the establishment of the 

‘Discovery Institute’ in the U.S., which promulgates the belief of ‘intelligent design’. 

Viewed objectively, intelligent design is a remarkably clever, and a disturbingly 

successful concept. Although some believers still maintain the Earth is around 4,000 

years old, and a god created the world we know today, these are now a relatively small 

and marginalised group. Too much empirical evidence exists, and has been dispersed 

too widely amongst the general community, for this belief to be viable. Proponents of 

intelligent design have recognised this development and highjacked scientific evidence; 

simply by incorporating it into their own world view. They accept the Earth is around 

4.5 billion years old and accept the physical laws of the universe. These are too 

irrefutable to oppose, but they maintain that a god designed the system and the 

organisms within it. It may look like natural selection acting upon random mutations 
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leading to evolution, but it is actually the intelligent hand of a god. To the non-believer 

this may appear absurd, but it neatly circumvents the power of scientific discovery. By 

encapsulating such evidence within their belief system, supporters of intelligent design 

avoid conflict with overwhelming scientific evidence and enhance their own credibility. 

To propose the converse view, ie. intelligent design and the hand of a god exist within 

scientific principles is clearly untenable. Perhaps this is one reason for so called 

‘mainstream’ religions losing followers across much of the Western world? Even 

someone poorly versed in science has only to look around their everyday world to see 

superficial scientific principles and practices in evidence. What would have been 

mysterious to an ‘ordinary’ person a hundred years ago, will seem mundane to an 

equivalent ‘ordinary’ person today. Once you have taken radio and television for 

granted, it is a small step to accept space travel, mobile phones, psychology and genetic 

modification as real, testable things; as opposed to mysterious and explainable only by 

divine intervention. In essence, the scientific baseline for most people in the developed 

world is sufficiently high that traditional religion struggles to appear convincing. 

Intelligent design allows its followers to accept all the trappings of the modern world, 

courtesy of sophisticated manufacturing plants based upon decades of scientific 

endeavour. It allows them to accept the age of the Earth is billions of years, and that we 

inhabit a small rocky outcrop at the edge of a mundane galaxy. The variety of life on 

Earth can be accepted, as can the provable phylogenetic relationships between 

seemingly disparate groups. Phylogenetics can show we are closely related to 

chimpanzees, but also related to lemurs and bears, albeit progressively more distant. 

Their acceptance of science is not however complete. Although accepting genetic 

principles, an intelligent design advocate will baulk at the prospect of accepting they are 

literally related to a chimpanzee. The intelligent design theory (which as an untestable 

proposal barely qualifies as a ‘theory’ of any sort) maintains a faith-based, divine 
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creator myth, yet accepts the benefits of science with no moral or logical conflict. It’s 

the perfect example of ‘having your cake and eating it’. 

Encapsulating science within a faith based belief system appears to be a modern 

phenomenon, precipitated by the progressive dismantling of mythologies long used to 

explain the world around us. At first glance this seems a reasonable conclusion, except 

the pursuit of explanation within the framework of myth and erroneous beliefs has 

existed for as long as mankind. It would have begun as soon as people formed long-

term social groups, able to ponder the mysteries of the world around them. We speak of 

‘scientists’ today as if they are a special breed, people different from ‘ordinary’ people. 

Certainly they are trained, reasonably well paid and enjoy relatively privileged positions 

in society, but ‘special’ - no. ‘Scientist’ is merely a formalised occupation not 

recognised until the 19th century. Being a scientist builds upon characteristics inherent 

in virtually every human. We haven’t reached the social and technological state we have 

today solely because of scientists, we have reached it because as a species we are 

innately curious. For a characteristic to be described as innate, the implication is it’s 

been with us a very long time. Substitute ‘scientist’ for  ‘curious’ and an innate desire to 

understand the world reaches back for thousands of years. Inevitably causing it to 

intersect with systems of faith and belief, which have also accompanied us for the same 

length of time.  

One of the earliest recorded eras which attempted to investigate the world around us 

was that of the ancient Greeks. The likes of Pliny, Aristotle, Galen and Plato began to 

examine the world around them, speculating on how the universe functioned in 

relationship to the Earth. Having laid down a commendable base for future generations 

to explore, the fickle nature of language stalled the spread of their knowledge to the 

West for many hundreds of years. Greek knowledge filtered to the Arab word, but failed 

to find traction in Europe due to the prevalence of Latin and the paucity of Greek 
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translators. Far from being a mere conduit of Greek knowledge, the Islamic world 

contributed significantly to mathematics, astronomy, engineering, geometry and 

physics. They too operated within a divine creator myth, and they too succeeded in 

advancing our understanding of the world around us. As Islam began to flex its muscles 

the Christian world marched east, ready to conquer the ‘heathen’ world. Ironically, this 

brought Europeans into contact with Arabic translations of ancient Greek writings, as 

well as their own advanced discoveries. Suddenly a cornucopia of knowledge became 

available to the Western world, at a time associated with a lull in the advancement of 

knowledge: the Mediaeval era. A world where, far from being the stagnant precursor to 

the Renaissance, it saw the beginnings of ‘natural philosophers’. They were not 

scientists, but they would become so through an amalgam of piety and our irrepressible 

curiosity. 

About now a strange thing happens: The Roman Catholic church in Europe 

inadvertently lays the foundations for modern investigative science. Depending upon 

who you believe, a similar landscape also unfolded in the Muslim world. As European 

scholars began to digest the writings of the Greeks it became apparent there would be a 

clash of gospels: the biblical and the deep seated belief in the wisdom of the ancients. 

The Catholic church had to resolve the difficulty of people’s innate desire to know, with 

their desire to remain within the confines of their god’s rules. By the 13th century, 

enough people in Europe had examined the teachings of the ancient Greeks to rattle the 

cage of the Roman Catholic church. Many of the discussions were probably irrelevant 

to the church: did it really matter if a projectile followed a linear or parabolic trajectory; 

did gravity act upon an arrow when shot into the air? Irrelevance was safe, things 

became tense when explanations of the physical world were at odds with the teachings 

or actions of their god. Eventually, even the apparently trivial question of the arrow shot 

straight up into the air and the influence of gravity upon it came into conflict with the 
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church. Quite apart from the obvious health and safety issues it presented. If the Earth 

rotated, would the arrow fall straight down or land at some distant point as the world 

turned beneath it? 

The ‘big issues’ were the question as to where the Earth sat in relation to the rest of the 

universe and how a god could be constrained by any so-called physical ‘laws’? A god 

by definition could not be limited by such matters. How then did the solution to these 

apparently irreconcilable differences lead to a blossoming of mediaeval thought and the 

beginnings of Western science? It went something like this: 

The Roman Catholic church’s Condemnations of 1277 (all 219 of them) was the 

solution to theologians clashing with natural philosophers. Not that the two groups were 

always separate, many theologians were themselves natural philosophers. Thomas 

Aquinas recognised a devout person may also wish to examine the world created by his 

god in a clear and rational manner. Such was his skill, he laid the foundation for the 

‘scholastic method’ of argument. Thomas also acknowledged that other religions saw 

this point of view. He agreed with Moses Maimonides, a Jewish philosopher living 

under Islamic rule, who said, ‘The object of this treatise is to enlighten a religious man 

who has been trained to believe in the truth of our Holy scriptures, who conscientiously  

fulfils his moral and religious duties and at the same time, has been successful in the 

study of philosophy.’ In many respects the theologians were drawing a line in the sand, 

legitimising their expertise, forcing those wishing to study natural philosophy to obey 

their ground rules. At first glance this appears restrictive, but it allowed natural 

philosophers to break the dogma of Plato, and the other ancients. Finding their ideas to 

be wrong did not blaspheme against a god, it simply allowed new ideas to explain the 

mortal world the god had created for mankind. The result was to sweep aside many 

ancient misconceptions, introducing what would become, ‘scientific’ explanations. 
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As long as any proposal explaining the workings of the world didn’t apply to their god, 

then all was generally well. A god was above physical laws, but people were not, 

therefore any discoveries relating to how the world worked were only relevant to 

people. As long as this was acknowledged, the matter could be debated at length. Topics 

which were off limits presented no difficulty in logic, as a god could break any rules 

they liked. After all, they’d made the rules in the first place. The unintentional effect of 

allowing relatively free thought and investigation was it began to break the shackles of 

the ancient Greeks. Their mathematics, philosophy and rudimentary science had been 

invaluable at stimulating Western thinking, and Arabic some centuries earlier. But the 

teaching of Plato in particular had became as immutable and unquestionable as those of 

a deity. The effect was a strangulation of innovative thought. The temptation would be 

to assume this was the genesis of modern scientific investigation, because people were 

now questioning and theorising on the state of the world around them. They were 

however not ‘scientists’ as they were yet empirically testing hypotheses, their 

investigations were largely philosophical in nature. It would take another few hundred 

years before what we would recognise as ‘science’ would appear. The groundwork was 

however laid, ironically in part by the Roman Catholic church. 

Another unlikely ally to science was the practice of alchemy, the motivation may have 

been to transmute base metal into gold but the spinoff was the development of 

systematic and repeatable methodologies; no use turning base metal into gold if you 

can’t repeat the performance. Although modern scientific thinking has an equal 

suspicion of astrology as it has of alchemy, it is undeniably an exacting art. Astrology 

requires a high proficiency in mathematical and observational skills. Where it had 

potential to clash with the church, was to stray into notions suggesting the Earth was not 

the centre of the universe. When calculating the planets’ orbits, it was suggested a god 

would have designed a system of moving the universe to be as simple a possible. That 
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planets appeared to move was not in doubt, but did they move or did the Earth move 

relative to them? The analogy used by Einstein of an observer standing on a moving 

tram has a different relative viewpoint from someone standing on the footpath had 

already been made in the 13th century - except the vehicle for illustrative purposes was a 

boat. The question also revolved around the intriguing assumption that a creator had set 

the planets in motion in a frictionless perfect vacuum, their orbits constant forever more. 

Within their ruminations they came exceedingly close to discovering the principles of 

momentum and inertia - but not quite. Surely it was infinitely simpler (literally) to have 

the relatively small Earth and other planets move, while keeping the rest of the universe 

more or less stationary? This was the conclusion the Roman Catholic theologians came 

to, a decision which began to break down Plato’s monopoly on original thought. Once 

he was proved fallible, it opened the door to bolder contradictions, eventually leading to 

the Renaissance and on to modern science. 

The relationship between religion (belief) and science is not a clear cut division, where 

one contradicts the other to the point of mutual exclusion. The situation where science, 

or at least proto-science, has operated within a faith-based world view is not new, or 

unique to any culture. What is new is the relationship today. Where everyday thought 

for most people is governed not by faith but by an agnostic or atheistic viewpoint. Faith 

has found itself operating within a secular world view. It is now in the novel situation of 

having to defend itself against the scrutiny of science. Unlike faith, science cannot 

simply ‘bend a few rules’ to accommodate contradictory views. The Roman Catholic 

church could allow ‘science’ to operate by divorcing their god from the physical 

constraints of the material world. Science cannot tolerate faith, because by definition 

faith is untestable and therefore outside the remit of scientific investigation.  

Many Western religions in particular could be described as ‘evangelising’, whereby 

they actively seek new members. Virtually all religions would describe themselves as 
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‘inclusive’ of anyone willing to accept their doctrine. Effectively they have a ‘buy in’ 

clause: becoming a believer requires agreement with their ideas, otherwise you are 

excluded from the belief system and suffer whatever consequences this entails. Science, 

in contrast, includes everyone in its explanation of the universe, irrespective of their 

personal preferences for the origins of the universe, the Earth or human beings. Nothing 

and nobody is deemed to be outside science’s explanations, and therein lies the 

problem: science encourages rigorous debate within its framework of laws or rules, but 

rejects entirely anything which professes to be outside these rules. Scientific ‘laws’ are 

also overtly ‘modifiable’, those of faith and belief are generally not. 

How then does the modern scientist reconcile their profession with their belief? Perhaps 

for some at least the solution is a personal version of the Condemnations? Critical 

scientific analysis is suspended for subjects deemed ‘off limits’, ie. belief, faith, the 

untestable. Perhaps the only real difference between a modern scientist with a faith 

based philosophy, and that of a mediaeval theologian / natural philosopher is one of 

timing? Such a modern scientist would be unlikely to contest evolution, the age of the 

universe and other such discoveries. These topics can co-exist with a god-created 

universe because proving them to be true does not contradict a divine creator. The point 

of conflict comes at the instant of creation. At present, physics (ironically, the direct 

descendant of natural philosophy) cannot explain the very instant of the universe’s 

creation. Therein lies the knowledge gap in which to dovetail belief. Until science 

defines that moment, with say the same certainty it can define a plant’s photosynthetic 

pathway, the conflict between science and belief can be suspended. 

Will science ever ‘defeat’ belief? Yes, probably it will. At some point there will be no 

logical reason to explain the beginnings of the universe or spark of life, (or any 

aspirations for the next one) by anything other than scientific findings. But, in the same 

way we are innately curious, we are also innately illogical at times. Perhaps as a society 
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we require the suspension of scientific explanation from time to time? We may need to 

express other aspects of our species in the form of art, music, poetry and literature. 

Analytical dissection of these topics may enthral a number of academics, but most 

people simply don’t want to hear their analyses. The attraction of art is its democracy: 

we can all see whatever we desire to see in it. Perhaps this too is the attraction of belief? 

- END -   

(2,846 words)    Andrew McNaughton 


