
WHAT HAS CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY DONE WITH SCIENCE?·. 
" 

. · B:Y-� ,R.S� G.F •.. Adelaide S�A• 

In 1862 tpe Lancet publ_ished a series of articles headed· 11 The Influence 
of Railway Tr1av!3lling ori . Public Heal th 11• It. was a report by a Commission formed 
to enquire into this theri modern form of travel,·. The account· opens with these 
words: · · ·- · · , 

,· ' . '. -. . . ' ·. . . . ',. 
. . 

In ·the year t825 there was, inthe whole world, only one 
railway carriag, built tci convey passengerse It ran on 

· the first railway _between Stockton and Darlington, and
·bore on its panels the mott'o

11 Periculum privatum, publica utilita.s". 
The generation, which then was young, and now is old., has 
seen mighty changes such as it was never before given to 
one generation to witness. 

The present age can boast even mightier changes .. 1962 will' soon be ushered 
in, exactly one hundred years after this article1n·1ancet was -written. But these 
are the days of the·· astronaut, Wach 3, and electron microscopy. 1 S25 to 1862 saw the 
modernisation of the railway; 1925 to 1962 has. witnessed the introdµction of entirely 
new developinents o · 

The growth of science can be likened to that.of a snowball; today it is of 
almost unmanageable proportions. To carry this analogy a step further, popular 
opinion would suppose that the influence of Qhristian theology �n Science is like 
applying a lighted watch to our snowball. The melting effect is_ thought to have 
been considerable, 'but the scientific. snowb9-ll isj;o'o vast today1 to be :m..uch . 
affected by the small flame of Christian theology� Infact, as will be shown, 
the relationship betwe€3n christian theology and scieI_l.Ce has underggne a.transform­
ation. _·. Theology- when the scientific snowball began to roll in earnest in the 17th 
Century, was the Queen of the Sciences. 

In reality_; the : early Scientist, whether in Europe ·generally ..
as in this country,. were Ch"'istians. arid in many cases C;Lergv; _ ,.· •··. 
they proclaimed .that the ·study of N�ture was in itself a religious. 
duty, ·and, they challenged the· _old system of .:belief ai;l<;l education 

.
. 

because 0it was c·oncerned with _dry - as ... dust cqnve:ntionalities · 
instead of.-with 'the manifold and fascinating works ,of the. ·
Ii ving' God ,. 

· · · · · · · · · 
C.E,. Roven; · . - .

·· .science; Religion, and ·'the futur'e. ·

Imagine a Scientific Rip Van Winkle F.R�S., who went to sleep ·300 hwidred 
years ago (The Royal Society was formed in 1663) waking up and vi�iting Gape 
Canaveral. , His probable :c·omment, would ·be 11.A )Ila.rined.:Rocket'l Then .. with this we can
get, nearer to. the· Or�ator Is heaven_s11 '.; ,· Viewing a snow :f'.1.9.ke .by):ii¢�lis o:(' a powerful
microscope would q.oubtless provbke such a comm€lnt as/ 11To God b1,(tlie QioryJ' How-. 
glorious are all<His.: works ., Jl · · · · 

· · -
-··;. ·ir-·-r ..... u) ...... � .... ;-re......;.v ..... n.:....� l;....le·��· I
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Conflict between science and religion is a comparatively recent 
development. Singer, in his "Short History of Scientific Ideas to 1900 11 

has perhaps put .his finger on the crucial point, 

It must be remembered that the Science of those days 
· (here Singer is referring to Alexandrian era) differed
from that of ours in that it had introdrwed no obvious
and extensive amilioration of man's earth by lot. Nature
had not been harnessed as we have harnessed her, Science
was a way of looking at the world rather than a way of
dealing with the world, And as a way of looking at th_e world -
a way of life - positive knowledge, that is Science, was a
failure, The world was a thing that men could neither enjoy,
nor master, nor stucly, A new light .was soµght . and found. In
its glare the old wisdom became foolishness and the old fool­
ishness wisdom. Weary of questioning, men embraced at last,
and gladly, the promises of faith, The Faith that was
immediately most successful was that which included.within
itself the experiences of the largest number of educated men •.. ·

. This was the 8';ncretic System known as Neop],atonism.
· · 

The Neoplatonists would have said that the universe had been 
made for Man, who is the essential reality; the stoic that 
Man has been made for the universe, The Jeoplatonic view 
was victorian. It was. not unacceptable to Christianity. 

Ns>oplatonismwa:s an outgrowth of the ancient philosophies of Greece, 
It was both a philosophy and a religion and in the 4th and 5th centuries was 
widely popular among t_he intellectuals.. It 1-,ft a permanent impress upon 
Christianity, partly through Augustine of Hippo, partly through its share 
in shaping Christian thought in genera:1, and especially in its contribution. tci
Christian mysticism. 

· · 

Before tracing further the influence of Christian Theology an Science, 
it would be advisable to define· the terms _used and the limits of our subject. 
Science; as we have seen, has both changed in outlook and scope. But should 
not Christian Theology, by d<>finition, r<>main unalt-,red? · According to the 
Encyclope<l.ia Brittanica Christian Theology . sets fort_h the contents and impli­
cations of tl).e revelation in Christ, Such a definition: :t'aise.s .a most important 
concept. Had Christians based their Faith on the New ·Testament writings only 
Christian Theology would probably never have come into conflict with Science 
at a:11, .What irritates the scientific infidel is that Christ emphasized the 
inspiration of the old testament writings and the man that accepts Christ must 
accept this, 

Is it:possible to define what we mean by science? ·The word.comes from 
the Latin Scientia which means knowledge. The final appeal is to observation, 

:>Science is a search for judgements to which· universal assent may be obtainecL 
It is a Search that never ends and is . never satiefied. . Tµe poigrancy of 
Scripture is one of the many reasons why the Christian ·accepts it as God I s word 
for the Preacher says, 
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I the Preacher, was king over Israel in Jerusalem. And 

· I applied my heart to seek and search out by wisdom
• concerning all that is done .wider the hearers this
·grievous occupation hath God given to the children of men
to weary themselves therewith.

Eccles. 1 12-13. 

and then againg 

He hath made everything beautiful in its time; also he 
hath et the world in their heart, so that man findeth 
not out from the beginning to the end the work that God· 
doeth. 

Eccles. J.11. 

Bernard Ramm considers that the task of the scientist is to explore the 
works or creation of God, and that of the theologian the speech of God in the 
Bible, Nature and History. From the Christian perspective the truo scienti�t 
shou.ld work in hi.lmilty and reverence, believing that he is delving into the work­
shop of God. Such a view reminds us of Edison ., who said in his quest for a . 

· satisfactory material out of which to make electric light filaments, IISomewh_ere
in God Almighty's workshop is a dense woody growth� with.Fibres almost geo­
metrically parallel and with practically no pith, from which we can make the
filament the world needs".

Science then is understanding mature; theology is understanding God. Can 
theology have uny effect on Science as such? Is it not rather its effec1;,· on· 
the Scientist and his attitude? The two subjects represent two entirely: differm t 
disciplines if we-assert that science is observation of (and in!) truth, whilst 
theology is revelation of truth� Ramm considers that the two tasks and the.two 
bodies of conclusions should exist in a state of harmony. The speech of God 

·.··in Nat�e .• and in · Scripture must. accord.
· · 

, David would agree with Ramm when he said: 
:. . . 

. . . . -

·•. The heavens declare the glJ.ry of God; and the expanse sheweth .
· the work of his hands; Day wito day uttereth speech, and. night·
unto night sheweth knowledge, There is no speech and there
are no words, yet their voice is heard. Their line is gone out
through all the earth, and their language to the extremity of the
world.

Psalm 19 1-4. 

Any further attempt to define the terms theology and science would probably 
best be ·J:e•ft· to implication _from the. remainder of the material that is yet to 
be given. 

">Science began to appeS:r, as an organised body of facts, about 300 BAC. 
Since'dur,subject 'is Christian Theolcgy and Science we can paJ?S briefly over the 
first 3 centuries' after the bii."""th of science into the Alexandrian period. 
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This occupiedthe years JO B.C. to A.D. 200 and is concerned largely the work 
of Ptalomy and Galen, At this time a for'.:lal declaration of Christian theology 
was not in existence, consequently the:0e is no evidence of the science of that 
day being affected by ,hat theology there was. Hoi:·.,vc.;:.,, personal conviction 
undoubtedly played an impm·taJ1t part, To Ptolemy (c, A.D. 1-'s'.l) we owe the 
beginnings of cotirnology and geography to Galen (c. 130 A.D.) anatcmy and 
biology. Their work was outstar.c.ing, G'llen I s standI·1::; the test of over 1

1
000 

years time, whilst Ptolelil'J 1 s ma::i cf the habitable 1.t0rld. is probably more accurate 
than the ic':oas of many schoolboys toda:;,, about th8 8hape of Eu.ropo. 

Ptolemy followed the kcistotelian tradition Ll'l his conception of the universe. 
Aristotle had conside:·ed that the earth w.::.s at the ce:1tre, whilst the heavenly 
bodies are arraneed corwent1--i(;ai::_y s.t i::1.iffe::e;J_t, d7�□tar:.12ec. Beyo::d all other is 
the sphere whose div;_:1e ha::-mony ca'J.Ges the c::'.rc:ua:· revolution cf the whole 
celestial sys·�em. 'fois uas the '.'iew of rJature i.:h5.c:: held sws.y for 2,000 years. 
Aristotle taught that all mt111dane things are made up of four 1 elements 1 , earth, 
air, fire 8.1).d water, which, in ti:e-;,,, turn, cont9.in the fO"ll' qualities, heat, 
cold, dryness, and moistu;:-0, :'.n bi;1ary co:nbi;,_ation., '.i'his view prevailed until 
the 17th centur;;, a:1d beca:ne a pal't of orthodox medfaval theology, It fitted 
well with Clu.•5.stian, ,Jewis!:t, and Moslem thc:.1.ght. Tl1e C'p;,osing view was th at of 
Democritus (cL1.70 ... 400 B�C .. ) wl-!o taught that atc�:is are eternal, invis;i.bl.y small 
and i..rJ.divisable. E��rer:7�:ling formed. ti-:i.erefore passes away on.."!..y to allow_ the 
atoms to rearrange the2selvcs,, Sti.ch a view 1�.0 pecuJ

7
�n.:·ly abho:cre:1"C. to the 

early and meC.ieval cl11..::cch 11 

It has been claimed -'v�1at Aristotolie.n views obstr:;.cted the progress 
of astronomy by divorcing tez,restrial fro:n c �:·.estial mechanics, for be adopted 
the principle that celestial motions were regulated b-J their own peculiar laws, 
He thus discouraged astronomical obse::-vation, ,Jlaced the heavens beyond the 
possibility of experimental resec.rch. Fo:t two thousand years the general outline 
of the world as 1cet first by Aristotle :.:emained the orthodox view. The ,rigidity 
of the Aristotelian scheme lay not in itself but i:.'l the interpretation given to 
it, especially in the Middle Agor.,. By li.nk·1 ·,.g the theories of 1lristotle with 
their own religious views, m-sio of those times intro,�;,wted a p:::-ejudgement into the 
debate concerning -:;he validi·cy of the Aristotelian sc:1eme that had nothing to 
do with its philisopl1ica:L or s�ie;c.tifi-o value, So m·,:.ch frn, the moment of 
cosmology. 

Sin,ger writes: 

v.Jh.at is t-:.1e socr0t of ..::,::o "'d.t-•3.J .. ::.t:r of the C-e-! .. e:1.i'J b5.clogical 
co:.'lC.hpt:�.':'::J.·.�? C.;;ie�1. ':t•-�c r .. tc-2.J · �=:: bc:.lc. ·:;:;:'.. �::a·.'.�. 
everything is i"3.de b;' God to a parti .. cular 2.::id cletc>,rminate end 
_(teJ..os = 'end�, 1aL11:)_. Mo::..'"'eove�" Galen 1s teleolo15y is of a kind
which h3.ppened to fit :'n with 'che prevai:.ing theo logical attitude. 
of the Middle l\.gefl, whether Cb:cistian, Mos::.e'll, or Jewish,. 
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•·· According to_ Galen everything which exists and displays
activity in the human body was formed by an ·-J;ntelligenf_

.-_ · _;-Beihg as· -intelligible plan, so that the org�n in structure .· 
and. function is the result of tb.t.1.t plan: IIIt was the _. 

-·ereator Is infinite wisdom which selected. the best means. 
"to ·attain His -beneficent encis, and it - is proof' ·of uHis · · · : · 
omnipotence tha� He crea"Ged. every go_od thing according t,o 
His ·design, and thereby fulf11led His will ll . To knowman 

.you· must therefore 'know God's will. This attitude removes· 
the foundation of scientific· curiousity. After Galen there · . 
is a thousand years of darkness, ahd both meqicine _and 
biology almost cease to have a history. Men were intersted 

. rather in the will and purpose of God than in natural ·
·phenomena. · 

That men should have had such an outlook for over 1 1 000 years is becoming 
--.perhaps less regrettable to the Christian today, when he considers the overall 

effect of- scientific development. 

The Dork Ages presented no coherent philosophical system, and men were 
capable._ of holding beliefs inconsistent with each other. The world was put God's 

. footstool, and 1.tll its phenomena were far less worthy of study, than were the -
-things of religion,.· In the view of many- ·patristic. writers the study of the stars 
was:l;Lkely-to lead to indifference to Hitn that sitteth above the heavens. This
was thi:l. general attitude;. particularly during the 4th and 5th centuries, ��t ·forth 
for instance by St. Augustine who speaks of 'those imposters the mathematihians 
(:i..e. astrologers). who use no sacrifice, nor pray to any spirit for their 
divinations:, which artsChristialls and true piety consistently rejects ·and 
condemns. ' · · · 

. .. :,_)_,.- ,,u , In the. West, ·.as .has been implied, scientific Progress more-or:...less . . 
ceased.until the.13th,century,. It was not· scientific stagna.tion·however"; during
this period:� (c� 850 · __ 1.200) Islamic Science to9k over and was extremely -productive. 
Although the question of ·the influence of Christian Theology doe·s not ·arise·- here 
is is'irhportant.that -this rise of Science in the.Orient _s0,ould not be-overlooked 
shi.ce- the 'scientific developmeri.t 11 prior to thi3 __ fruitful per:i,od from the 17th ··: .• 
century· onward, w�s -the introduction of both Arabic·_and_ Greek idea.s. Thi$- was·. 
due largely to translation w6rkwhich·took great forward strides at this ti.me
(1100 - 1450 A.D.). Christian theology did eventually exert its influence on 
Islamic:Sc'iEince,.;but··only: by the -degree to which it affected, its infiltratiQll-, 
into the West;;;·: .' :·. · ' i" 

· · · 

"? ·,· ' i - •• 

. i::>I�lamic :sc•iri�rie saw ;_the '.development of pure mathematics, including a):gebra. 
Arabic numerals-. canie ;into use. ·· In medicine great ,strides - were made; ·:rfu.a:zes,. the 
grea:t. :.moslem 1-1riter, wa·s<the fifst to .di•stinguish between smallpox and mea�1eso _ 
His)tr:eat·is�·;remains ·a medical· classic. ' :Many vegetable qrugs .were introdu�ed - •
and are::sti11 iri>u�e .. · ·· · 

· · · .: ; · 

'I 
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The view of the material universe conveyed by Arabic science to Latin 
Christendom was new in tone and presentation rather than in kind. The thought 
of the Latins in their Dark Age on material things was, Neoplatonic, with 
Aristotle Is scheme and the theory of macrocosm and microcosm as keys. With 

-

the advent _of Arab.ic thought, the outline of this vision was sharpened, and
details were -elaborated from the Jlrabfrcn commentators on the Aristotelian corpus. 

, 

This was the age of the foundation of universities and of religious 
orders. Among these new orders were two that specially influenced the universities 
the Dominicans or Black Friars founded ·at Toulouse in 1215 by the austere Dominic 
(1170 - 1221),. and the Franciscans or Grey Friars founded in 1209 by the Gantle 
Francis of Assisi. The Dominicans, as Domini cones, 1Rounds of the Lord', set 
themselves to strengthen true doctrine and extirpate error, The activity of the 
Inquisitian was one of the less edifying interests of the 1 hounds 1

, During the 
13th century these two orders provided most of the great university teachers, 
who occupied themselves in marshalling the new knowledge and making it more 
acce.ssible. Roger Bacon (1214-94) a much discussed figure in medieval scientific 
thought was a Franciscan who taught at Paris and Oxford. He was essentially an 
encylopaedjst,who realized better than most the urgent need for the enlargement 
of lea rning, especially in connection with accurate knowledge of languages and the 
collection and collation of scientific data. He made an appea}, verbose, diffuse, 
yet definite, for_ the encouragement of the experimental spirit. He wa.A.not himself
an experimenter or mathematician, but saw that without experimentation and without 
mathematics, natural philosophy is but verbiage. He regarded the advancement of 
Science as important for the support of religion. · He re0ognised the usefulness of 
natural knowledge, forecasting mans•· control of nature set forth more clearly, 
threeand a half centuries later, by his great namesake Francis. He is the first 
to mention the use of lenses for- spectacles and, perhaps, from hinting at the 
combination of lenses, can be regarded as the progenitor of optical apparatus. 

Sir Thomas .Aquinas (1227-74) was a Dominican .• He rsmodelled the Aristotelian 
philosophy in accordance with the requirements of ecclesiastical doctrine •. For 
example Jlristotle conceived the stars as beings whose nature and substance were 
purer and nobler than that of oui:hi; in thf!> spheres below, This was a point of 
departure_from which the inflence of the heavenly bodies over human destinies 
miglJ.t be developed. With the advent of Arabian learning astrology had become, 
in.fact�the central intellectual interest. It retained this position until 
the triumJ?h of the experimental method in the 17th century;. 

As has been pointed out, the Aristotelian concept of the universe 
still held sway in the 13th century, it had been recognised and its 
significance strengthened by Thomas Aquinas on ecclesiastical grounds. In the 
14th century Copernicus (1473-·1543) introdu.ced the idea that the earth was 
not the centre of the universe, but that the sun was, and that if .one allows 
for the movement of the earth many mathematical difficulties could be explained. 
This C_opernican view was at variance with the astrologers of.the day, and with. 
the theologians, since if the earth were removed from her central position 
among the spheres, the whole astrological system breaks down. 

In 1584 there was published in London a book entitled II On the 
Infinite Universe and i.ts Worlds". :twas written by Giordano Bruno (1547-1600), 



a native of·"Nolct near �apl�s, and a renegade monk. · Based _on 'the Qopel'.nican 
System, Bruno l"lu.gg�sted that not only did the.earth.move but that so too 
did the sun - )lhd irl" fact did all the heavenly bqdies. '.r'he uni verse was 
conceived as infihiteo This differed entirely from the Christian, philisophy. 
Bruno spoke of a 'common soul� within the whole which gave beirig to the 
universe. Christian. philosophy demanded that the Creator,:· should _be infinite 
and apart from His finite creation. The universe of medieval Christian 
philosophy.was necess<':t!'ily·cen-J;red in man, for into man alone aIQ.ong qreated 
mundane things·,. the Divine Spirit ha.d entered. Sma:11 wonder that the Church 
was dist_:ur�ed by Br_uno 1 s works� In 1600 he was·burned at the stake. He 
died without a disciple which is a remarkable tribute to the power of the 
Christian view theno Yet much of his view was to soon displace medieval 
Christianity •. 

Galileo Galile_i .(1564-164�) made outstanding contributions to 
science, especially in astronomy... He was educate.d n.t a mo:qastry •. 
Contemporary with Galileo was Kepler (1571-1630), who was t!'ained for the 
Christian ministry _but · turned to· the_· study of astronomy. Both Galileo 
and Kepler accept�d 'the Copernican view of the Solar System. _ Although 
these views were6rposed by elements iri the Roman Church many devout 
Christians accepted their ideas. 

Brom Galileo's day qnwa.rd science and.measur?meht were inseparable, 
esp�ciaJ..ly with regard to· the concept of the 1-uuverse. It was against·
this·backgr9und. that Ret:te.'Descarte� (1596-1650) often hailed as the Father
of modern philtii3phy, introduced his striking contributions to science. He was
thg __ ;f'.:i,rl3t II].13,,n. in ll].oderri times to propound a wiitory theory of the universe that 
beca)ni�.: wid1y '. ¢W-f ent. 

�•-··-' •' 
. 

,; . ''Accor-ding to Discortes the form of the world is inevitable
,: 

in the sense 
that had God created more worlds, 

,: 'provided. 9:rily that he had establi1;hed certain la\.[s of 
.· . natur-e and had lent them His ·concurrence to act as
. : J.s, �he.ir want, to physfoal features of these worlds 
· · woUl� inevitably .form as they have -done on ours"

Descartes regarded the universe as infinite and devoid of any empty 
space •.. �e game to the conclQ.sion that unless a man trusts in God he can never 
be cer.taih :'that the ..rorld is as it· seems to be. 

.-,' ' ' ' ' ·;- , . .  ' ' . ' ' . 

Without Him (God), a man could not trust in anything, 
cou.ld not believe in a geometrical proposition,- for He 
was.the guarantee that everything was not an illusion, 

. t�l3 senses not a complete h()a.�, and life not a mere 
nightmare. 

, ,: ; .. ;.:,J:4e yistiom of Descortes ': philosophy can be seen when' the inperietrabTe 
. .. J;,$:'r;ier-:or·-a.�ath i(3_ con_sidered., .for example. · Or to reflect: on whether mari might 

become .. orie day the . :victini- of a force beyond his. control�.; _;
..



·R,E ,D. Clark writes in commencing on the philosophy. of Aexartes:.
Essential to scierice is the concept that the world is 

..... _ . thei same to all - it ls not a ha�hazard integration of 
· · .. bizarre development,

The general belief in the unity of nature springs from the 
Christian �ewthat one God made the universe, · This concept can now be 
extended 'to take in both astronomical and atomic studies; throughout is. 
declared the unity of .the univer�e. •·· The early Greek notion was that 
everything.beyond the orb of .the moon.was of a different nature from that 
on earth. · · · · ' · 

Toward the end of the 17th century a group of men, with a deep 
interest in scientific method, . began to hold meetings in Oxford. Amongst 
them were men of great stature such as Sir Christopher Wren (1632-1723), 
and Robert Boyle ( 1627-91 ) , The upshot of this movement was the 
formation of the Royal Society - 'or to give it the flll1 title 11The Royal 
Society for Improving of _Natural Knowledge by Experiment". One of its 
most important functions was the performance of experiments before the 
members, 

.Of the foundation members of the Royal Society 90% were either 
Puritans or closely allied in conviction. Scientists were:spurred on 
by the sense that God had created nature; therefore the study of it would lead 
to an understanding of God, . This was precisely the attitude of Galen 
toward the anatomical study of man; work which was seen to dominate 
scientific thinking for over 1000 years. · To the scientist of the 17th century 
it would have been an insult to God for man not to have studied nature. For 
two centuries it was widely held that the chief aim of science was to provide 
argument.for belief in God, · 

Robert Boyle, for example, was a busy natural philosopher though 
interested in theology. He learned Hebrew, Greek, and Syriac in order 
to study the Scriptures. Incidentally he spent large sums on Bible 
translation. He founded the Boyle Lectures, for proving the Christian 
religion against notorious infidels, viz., atheists, theists, pagans, Jews,
and Mohammedans. ·· 

Wren, son of a clergyman, was responsible for many famous churches, 
being built to his specification besides St. Pauls. The debt that architecture 
owes to Wren is an enormous one, 

The Reformation, which hacl swept over Europe and beyond, before the 
17th century which has continued at an ever increasing pace down to our own day. 
For example not orily did ignorant priests and narrow-minded theological faculties 
give an opinion on Galileo 1 s findings, but even the pope (not however speaking 
ex cathedra) was willing to give a doctrinal decision on a scientific question. 
The movement of the earth was condemned by the 1 Holy Office• as both contrary 
to Scripture and an absurd philosophy. But the Reformation had placed theBible­
the book of nature -- into the hands of the common people. This had a great 
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tiberating effect on scientific progress·o futher had sown the seeds of doubt 

, as to papal infallibility, particularly in issues which could be decided on the 
basis .. of a SO!.llld .. e�erimental approach. 

_, :. 1 • .1'". 
• 

• • ,' ' • • - , 

... : By .the end .of the .19th century the swing of _the .pend_ulum led.the Rationalists 
y;q_i:;ay .

. 
't�t.·.most of what-.collld be learned had been discovered. Clerk-Viaxwell, in 

. 
1$?1 ,',·_s,peakfug at Cambridge, spoke of the Christian attitude being:.,.. 

... . ·_ ,, ; 

. · We have no- right. to think thus of th� unsearchable. : •• le'•• •.\• 

todayo 

..
.
. riche·s of :creation. .. . 

. __ ,. 
I "L t ·" 

. Science took on the•-.character. of an infinite que·st, which still marks It

Sir David Brewster,--President·of the Royal Society at.the
.
beginning of the 

19th century urged that Science should be taught in the schools sq that _a new 
ge11,erc1:!:.:i,on1 . no longer ignorant of the wonders of Oi:-eation, would .. fi.nd it all.
but impo.s.sible. to become atheistic. in -their thinking or immoral in their ways. 

-• " � e •,'. • 
,I I ·• • 

• •' 
• • 

; . . ',: ···};g�·Er\'.}aul.4, be ;1\11ed showing the deep Christian :Oonv;ictio� pf .many --
,in. fact m:qi:i":t>- of the budding scientists of this time. The five ·scientists, . .. , 'chosen a¢' ·the mcist::·em�9p.t of .. the '19th century by J. G. Crowther, were: all men 
. .9-�{(df;tbei:'Lafl qqv,ciiit phristia.n:s: Davy, Faraday, Joule, Kelvin anq. Clerk�Ma.xi-fell.:_ 

\> -�_-:.:,:/: ·. .·im-�dii�:_:_:�ho;�- wo;k;.�s '�o�ts��ndiIIg was a�· ardel}t Olfristititi·,. ��- �l�er)
of' _th¥r Sandemariia11 · SE?ct' and ·a,. regular preacher O These· men did not draw their
sci�hce fr�m -t,he r.ea�_:·pf,Qhristian .theology,- as had their earlier scientific 
kingmen, but it was their deep'faith in and knowledge of the Christian.view 
(Olerk:Maxwell

,.
.:�.[er:vEin:t•,Cllristian 'knew his _bible _almost ''by h�art) }'lhich led 

them·to stu.:,dy natm:e:.-<vJhich· wa:;i to them God's glory 'displayed .,. with .. the same,
fervour_.. . Surely they. IDU{3t have often thought· of the._ worlds of Paul .

J- •
. 

'
. 

• • • • ,. • - • •  

Whatsoever ye do labour at it heartily, as ,doing ::it 
,. :to:_ -:!;,lie: Lo!'d, .'and :not to meri. · · ... . . 

·. Col.J-23a

. . .This more.,..or�le:;is e.nds the era of 'Natu.:rai' Theology' •
. 

A book, having this 
title. :writ,fe� by:.w. Paley:,�pm.e years bef'ore the riae of evolutionary thought, set ..
out the ge"i:1.eral theological and scientific view point of the day. To Paley nature 

• • .. - I 

was the- sphere. 9f:" ¥JllOSt �adul�erat·ed joy. · Maladjustmertts in Nature, whilst 
having,.·an·:apJYear{3.n9e t.o do harm,,' were reaUy incorrectly ·expla.inecl in those terms. 

·, -•'- - • l • 
•• , � •

.
. 

; 

• ' 

Naturalists seemed to react against this particular viewpoint rather 
violently. Romanesq.�scribed .the. natural orders of, thi:i;'.1.gs ·in the. ·tallowing ·rather
awesome .way:- '· · ' ' · · · · 

. We. find teeth and t· loris whetted for · slau�ter; hooks and · :
:t�ckers moulded for .to:rment .:.. everywhe�,e c1 reign .

. of terror·.· 
hunger, sickness, with oozing blood arid quivering limbs, 
with gasping breath and eyes of innocence that dimly close 
.in deaths of: cruel torture. · 
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· ThB influen�e of Christian Theology an the rise of evolutionary thought
was it will be easily recognised, the greawst coni'lict to arise between science 
and religion. It is easy to understand this. A simple analogy may be seem 

• in a child growing µp. ·. At first the child is almost unaware of its surroundings,
· but then begiµs i;!J.e s,tage. when every-thing is taken for granted. Then: the "question 
bombii.rdment" atage is reached, and finally the child begins'to draw conclusions;
So with Science, the final stage, in our analogy, has begun, conclusions have 
been drawn. The,reason why Science and Christian theology has come into conflict
of recent years is because the Scientist feels that he has raised questions to 
which the theologian cannot provide an adequate answer.

What appears to be inescapable is that where christianity has progressed
the most, is where the early scientific strides were made. 

It is evident that when theology has been invok:ed to explain scientific
facts it has sometin)es b,:,en a dismal failure. An example of this is the pre­
formationist idea, It was finally exploded in 1768 by Walft. The theory- was that
since man has the 1seeds 1 of man inside him, the seed is identical -.except in 
size :- with the parent. The·ologiahs gravely discussed it to explain ·r original sin 1•

According to Swammerdam, if we, were present inside our parents when they sinned,
it followed.that we being a part.of them, must have sinned too. Baptism was thereby
obviated; such.a.question was discussed but a satisfactory conclusion never given 
by the theologians. Swammerdam used Hebrews 7:9-10 as proof of preformation. Levi
paid tithes before he was born and must therefore, have existed as·a tiny fellow 
insid.e Abraham when the latter gave tithes to Melchisedek, King of Salem; 

Such use 
known that devout 
never intended to 
of the argument.

of Scripttire is not without its. modern counterpart. It is well
christians spoke against aviation(and still do!) Man wall
fly, otherwise he would have been given wings, was the kernel
As late as 1906 The times wrote:-

· · 

· 11All attempts at oviation are ncit only dangerous to
human life but foredoomed to failure"..

One of the writers of this paper was directed to Daniel 9:21, only a few 
years ago, as _scriptur.al warrant for the principle of Ilight being right for ,man: 

"Wh.ilst I was yet speaking in prayer, (says Daniel) the man Gabriel 
whom I had .seen. in the vision at the· beginning, flying swiftly, 
touqhed · tll3 ... . o ... o o o o o .. ,, o ... --� 11 · · 

The stand made through Christian Theology against 'Darwinism',· is well kpown 
in principle since in some scientific cireles the struggle is still on. It has . · · 
undoubtedly put Scientists on their best behaviour to produce sound evidence 
for their claims, But at the same time theologians have made some remarkable stride 
in proving the historical .accuracy of Scripture. Sir Leornard Woolleys work, e.g. 
at Ur, and the Dead Se.a Scrolls .are recent examples of such advances. 

There :is li�tle doubt that time has proved that Darwin I s work - which 
was of course the embodiment of the scientific•thinking of many outstanding men 
of the time e,g. Huxley - was open to criticism. However, it must also be admitted 
that it is not the basic concept of evolutionary change which is now questioned -
have by a minority in the Christian world - but the mechanism remains largely 
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undecided. The r ur:iing th�plogical qu�stion is clearly 'When did. man first become 
responsible to GQd'? To the Scientist who adm_ita of.no God ·evolution - whatever 
the mechanism - is a cornf ortable, theory, since if Nature is endued with power 
to organise,itself into a complex w9rlo., it can by-the; same means acquire the 
ability to e:irohr,� the ·Christian F�ith.: · 

If Chr"istia'.n Theology- is going.to overtl-ITow_such a notion, "it can only be 
as it proves itself to _be what it began as, a revelation and not a Scientific 
proof. 

There are· ,.several :irl stances whel;'e scientific thought. ha.s been soft-pedalled 
for fear of furth�ring the cause of Cl:lr-iEJ°t.ian Theology. - . 

In Russia, for example, the genetic theory was opposed because it was 
felt th_at it would find too mucll ,:;upport in Scr·ipture. The fact that Wendell 
was a monk was one problem. 

11These antiscientific views -.-� which _in theory ar.e .a veiled·. 
form of clericalism - theological concepts of the origin of 
species as .the result of indi,vidu,al acts of, c:t'eation.· 

Zhdanov publicly apologi'sed to Stalin for- hol.(iing these Views ., 

.. 
It is.widely held amongst, Scientists toclay.-"t,µat in :c?rt-ain instances 

Christian theology has hindered the cpurse of Science. According to Hooykas • 

. . . . $cience is styled wherever :men cherish preconceived ideas 
.which th�y ref1J.$.Z.-to _s.ubm;Lt-to test.. • ;:.1. 

Hocylro.s then goes on to say: 

Script.ure ,rightly approached has the effect.' of: liberating 
the dnind_ from all these. cons�rp.ints. : Its .power .to, i)'lspire. 
men ha,9 · be�n · shown through . the, ages, not; -only· i.n. the·. · · 

, , faithfylness of simple-,worknJan, bu:t also .in :the 1;,oldness 
. •· of.thinking of the pic,neers of SciqX1CE;.. . 

i • • • 

However, the period fqllow}ngthe R,et'or:mation provai,des some excellent 
examples of liowthe traditionalism of Protestant orthodo:xy.wished for a,return 
to the Bible that was, to say the least, unprofitable. 

' 
,•�\, '" • : •� �' • S < ' • • 

l ! '•\- 'T _, 

,:The thecilogJ1n ._G.- �v:�t:Lus (1588-1676}, if.or example, was a great ·. 
. ,,soholqr, a protag911ist; ;0£: • S9;lencEJ and learning, 'and·� devout· 
. , , . Cf:irts,tian. Th_e refor.m,ed :orthodo:xy: had. found a certain fulfilment;­. 

,a�: the Syl'.lod of Dor�?cht, in which ·.'the. inti::irpretation:.of the 
.Scriptural d9ctrine 1<:t:i,d d.own in t.hG- :thre.e: 'confessions of; the 
Reformed Chunches had been acctpted. There was nothing in them 
about novelties such:}ll;l-_:·cop�tnica:n '.�stronomy .•. ·· .. :So·ihe :ptiif >forward
a doctrine of inspiration, which would guarantee what he thought 

.. ·· tp .. pe ::t:l.1e,_,-ort):lod.oX,POf3"it4:0:1t.:,in·;t,heI:1e··other. ·quest\ipns,:·a.1s0 •
.,_._.,; .; .. \ .:-···., -.�·:'�·-.:··� ·:·r: . _�:;:.:;;-- .,..,-.. .. ,; ... - . 

r . 
, 

' .:- -· · .
. 
• . 

"•·'•"·• t,•·' . 
. .... :: , . 

. -,. •, , _• ••.· . 



.. The . apostl�s a,nd evangelists, so he said,. were taught
languages and ·scieiwes by the Holy Spirit and, apart 

.. from that, their hand was guided .so that they did 
not even need personal study, and yet wrote -011 scientific 
questions in an infallible manner, The consequence of 
this doctrine was a most.imaginative exegesis, in:which 
Scripture was read as if it i,rere a statute of law. 
Psalm 19 spoke 'historically on the motion of the sun, 
otherwise it would not be the speech of heaven but that 
of ignorant people. The origin of the wind will never 
be known (writes Voetitis) for Jesus said: "The wind 
bloweth where it 'listeth ••• but thou canst not tell 
whence it" cometh, a.nd whither it goeth.11 ' 

While such an approach to Scripture must now be r<:,garded as narrow­
minded there are few Christians today who would entirely reject Voetius•· 
philosophy.. Somehow we must reconcile the intolerance of such exegesis 
with, for example, Daniel's experience .• 

As for these four youths, God gave them knowledge and 
skill in all liJarning and wisdom; .... and in alLmatters :· 
of judicious.wisdom as to which the king enquired of them, 
he found them ten times better than all the scribes and 
magicians that were in all h:i.s rea).m •. 

Daniel 1:17-20 

Mosaic science was an attempt to establish� Christian'. philosophy and 
a Christian science on biblical data alone; ·to borrow nothing from the 
heathen. It arose shortly after the Reformation but did not influ,ence any
noteworthy scientist, 

· · ·· 

Calvin was a Christian of deep conviction; ·h� realised, as perhaps 
nobody before him, the discrepancy between th<3 far from naive astronomy of 
the 16th century and the world picture of biblical times. Yet,•in spite of 
his reverence for scripture he did not reject the astronomy.of his day. To Calvin 
differences arose because Moses wrote in a popular style; he only described 
what all.ord:i.nary persons endued with commonsense are able to understand, whereas 
the astronomers investigat'3 whatever the ingenuity of the .human mirid can
comprehend. . . . . 

. 
. . . 

.. The dominant idea in Cal'fin I s thinking on the subject is the protestant 
doctrine of the general intelligibility of Scripture which is a revelation 
not onl,:'.t,9. a privilegecl class .of scholars, but· to all people, .Calvin holds 
that God Wished ,all people .of all ages to understand j:lis revelatiori and 
therefoI'e 1>c'coininodated Himself'. to us. . TUis seems Jo. be a l;'.emarkably balanced 
view and surely one which should commend itself to·.chrI.stians today·. 

' . . .
· ' • , ' ' ' . ' .  . . . . 

· :Philips van Larlsbergen (1561 ,: 1632) said: ·

' Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable 
for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in 
righteousness (2 Tim, 3:16) but it is not meet for instruction 
in geometry and astronomy; the circumference of the circle 



may be learnt from Archimedes and not from·Scripture, which 
often makes an approximate rather than an exact use of 
numbers,·e,g, 1 Kings 7:2.3 - And he'made a molten sea, ten 
cubits from the·. one brim to the other: .it was round all 

'about, artd his height was five cubits: and a line of thirty 
cubits did compass it round about, 

Augustine of Hippo, in the 4th century, had urged Christians to take 
into account the best views of science :in making his interpretations; for, he 
says: 

If a Christian ignores what can be learnt l;iy means of the 
senses, and as a result teaches foolish doctrine·s about Nature, 
he can hardly expect unbelievers to listen· to what he to say 
about spiritUal matters, when in matters about which they have 
knowledge he makes himself an object of ridicule. 

For if perchance the opinion we have adopted should 
afterwards turn out to be false, our faith should fall with 
it;· and we should be.found contending ,not so niuch for 
dcictr:ine of the sacred' Scriptures as f'or . our own; endeavouring 
to make our doctrine to be that of the Scriptures, :instead 
of tak:ing the doctrine•of the Scriptures to be ours. 

Augustine I s words. are surely most relevant today. 
;',,-., . .  

The doctrine of spontaneous generation is a· very striking example of 
how theologians have hinderedthe progress of science. In the ear]¥ ages 
Christians saw i::learly enough that if pagans insisted on mak:ing slime ·the• 
cause of ali"thing's there was no room for a Creator - God, · St, Gregory did 
great service by'urgirig on these grounds that spontaneous generation must 
be false. But the theory did not die so easily as that. 

It is felt that had spontaneous· generation not been· so difficult to · 
oust, aseptic surgery wouJd have been introd med very short]¥ after Harvey 
had explained the circulation, Iii fact, aseptic surgery had to await the 
genius of List'eri ... Iti'passing it·might be noticed that Lister was a most 
devout Christian,·• brought up as a strict Quaker. · · He too can take his 
place amongst· the scientists Of whom it' :can be said, 

All these died in faith 
Heb. 1;1 :1.3 

Finally, a word should be added on moral responsibility and the· 
effect of Christian theology, 
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According to Ramm: 

If it is the intent of science to amass·all the facts about 
the universe in its countless facets it is the'func,tion of 
theology to give these data their purpose and teleological 
ordering. Through revelation we know that this grElat system 
we call the universe (in all its levels from the physical to 
the psychical and the.atomic to the astronomical) is from 
.God. ··From the same book of revelation we know its divinely 
appointed function and purpose. Without theology science 
sets forth the vast universal scheme as blind., meaningless, 
purposeless, never knowing an hour of creation, never knowing 

· an hour of consummation, and in the perspective. of an infinity
. of years and an immensity of space our human hopes, joys,
tra.gedies, aspirations, civilizations, intell13ctual and artistic
achievements are meaningless, insignificant, and trivial, The
humanist who tries to put a little colour and thrill back into
human existance while still believing in a universe that is
inhuman and meaningless and impersonal - cannot but sound
either cheap or ironical,

With the advances that hav!3 J:>esln ma.de of recent years, especially, 
in harnessing Nature's power, it .. :is only ,too evident that science. needs 
moral safeguards, Theology should supply this. As science emerges in its 
great quest fbr trllth, as •it breaks free of the trammels of mysticism, 
intolerance and the mere pursuit of fame•the words• of Christ .surely becoming 
relevant to this very situation: 

Ye shall know the truth and the truth shiill set you free'· ·. •. J.ohn 8: 32 

What is perhaps the strongest point the . theologian can m�e iJ.J,l a 
contribution to science .is to point out the purpose of ·God in Cre4t:[6n. 
Christian theology ·itself. is sometime:, conteni; to go no further,.than tije ... 
scientist, and discuss what .is presently seen in. the world a;rounq •... • The 
real power of Christian theology lies in being able to draw, from the 
1 lesson book of Nature I moral .teaching. Paul says, 

Because what is kno,-,n of God. is manifest among them, 
for God has manifested it to them - · for from the world I s 
creation the invisible things of him are perceived, being 
apprehended by the wind through the things that are.made, 
both his eternal power and divinity - so as to render them 
inexcusable. 

Rom. 1 :19-20 

How often our Lord used simple illustrations from Nature to•Elraw 
attention to a deep spiritual principle. 
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0bserve with attention the lilies of the field, how they 
grow: they toil not, neither do they spin; but I say 
unto you, that not even Solomon in all his glory was clothed 
as one of these. But if God so clothe the herbage of the 
field, which is today, and tomorrow is cast into the oven, 
will he not much rather you, 0 ye of little faith? 

VJatt. 6: 28-30 

Perhaps the most fitting way to end this subject is to quote again 
from the Encyclolaedia Brittanica, from the section on Science: 

Science can treat the world solely on its own level; that 
is the level of phenomena (things that appear). The 
quieting of our minds when science yields contradictory 
results is ultimately a task of philosop}w

1
or religion, 

or both. Science, as such, can have only an indirect 
share in this. 

***** 

LIST OF BOOKS REFERRED TO 

Short History of Scientific Ideas to 1900 
Science, Religion, and the Future 
Darwin: Before and After 
Christian Belief and Science 
The Universe: Plan or Accident? 
Christian Faith and the Freedom of Science 
The Christian View of Science and Scripture 
The Lancet Vola I 1862 
The Report on 11The Influence of Railway Travelling 

on Public Health11

The Christian Approach in Teaching Science 

***** 

Ga Singer 
C.E. Raven
R.E.D. Clarke
R.E.Do Clarke
R.E.D. Clarke
R. Hooykaas
B. Ramm

Ro Hol'y-kaas 




