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What is the relationship between Science and Religion?  They seem to offer contrasting 

views of the world. This is especially the case for those who reject an old earth or evolution 

Stephen Jay Gould doesn’t seem to think they conflict. In an essay entitled “Non-overlapping 

Magisteria,” he goes so far as to say that they do not cover the same subject matter. If they do not 

cover the same subject matter, then there cannot be any conflict between them. This is his 

“NOMA” thesis.   Richard Dawkins believes there to be a war between science and religion. 1

Though they rely on different sources (evidence, over against faith,) they do attempt to answer 

the same questions.  2

Are there any advantages to either of these views? I’m inclined to believe that there are. 

Gould opens up the possibility of religious leaders and scientists meeting together to discuss 

what each field has to offer. Dawkins argues that they do cover the same subject matter and 

therefore related to one another. The difference for Dawkins is located in the science’s 

superiority over religion. For Dawkins, religion’s irredeemable vice is in refusal to accept facts 

over faith. “Science”, says Dawkins “is free of the main vice of religion, which is faith.” (427) 

1. Gould, Stephen Jay. "Nonoverlapping Magisteria." Philosophy of Religion: An Anthology. Ed. Louis P. Pojman 
and Michael C. Rea. Australia: Wadsworth/Thomson Learning, 2007. 433. 
 
2. Dawkins, Richard. “Science Versus Religion” ibid. 
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The advantage here is that Dawkins argues that  the acceptance of facts is a moral concern. If one 

were to be presented with evidence to believe a proposition only to reject it on the basis of some 

proposition in which they lack warrant or counter-evidence, then such a belief is vicious. 

Having discussed the advantages of each view, it is appropriate that we discuss the 

disadvantages. For Gould, a potential disadvantage to this view is the reductionism involved. 

According to Gould, only science is concerned with the “empirical constitution of the universe” 

whereas religion’s involvement is limited to “the  search for proper ethical values and the 

spiritual meaning of our lives.” (432) If Gould is asserting that no  religion concern itself with 

empirical data, then his assertion is false. The Judeo-Christian scriptures, for instance, are 

heavily concerned with historical and empirical data. The epistle of John reports on the 

revelation of God in Christ as “that..which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, 

which we looked upon and have touched with our hands” (1 John 1:1 ESV) The apostle Paul 

argues that “If Christ had not been raised…[then] we are exposed as false witnesses about God.” 

(1 Cor 15:14-15) Indeed, Paul’s view of the resurrection of Christ is central to his view of 

history. Whether Gould agrees with Paul or John about their respective reports is a separate 

matter from his sharp disjunction between religion being concerned with what is ethical/spiritual 

and science being concerned with what is empirical. 

For Dawkins, the disadvantage can be presented in the form of a question: Is Dawkins 

presenting the whole picture when he characterizes the relationship between Science and 

Religion as “facts vs. faith”?  Is Dawkins holding to his own strict epistemic duty? Dawkins 

provides an excellent criticism of the problems found in fideistic thought, but not much else. 

Fideism, according to Alvin Plantiga, is an “exclusive or basic reliance upon faith alone, 
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accompanied by a consequent disparagement of reason and utilized especially in the pursuit of 

philosophical or religious truth.”  Compare this with Dawkins’ understanding of religious faith: 3

“[r]eligious faith not only lacks evidence, its independence from evidence is its pride and joy, 

shouted from the rooftops. Why else would Christians wax critical of doubting Thomas?” (426) 

But is Christian faith fideistic? Christian Philosopher, Greg Bahnsen, answers in the negative: 

“God wishes for us to be rational: to exercise and improve our reasoning ability in 

understanding, propounding and defending the truths of Scripture…The kind of rationality or 

reasoning that we will employ in defending the Christian faith involves not only study of formal 

logic (patterns or abstract forms of inference), but also attention to informal fallacies in ordinary 

language, the use of inductive reasoning, the handling of empirical evidence in history, science, 

linguistics, etc., and especially reflection upon the demands of an adequate worldview in terms 

of which all such thinking makes sense.”  Since Christians are concerned with reasoning as an 4

adequate means of understanding, Dawkins’ point loses its teeth. 

So far, I have only addressed preliminary matters. Gould and Dawkins, though both are 

speaking from similar backgrounds (viz. Non-religious scientists,) arrive at different conclusions 

about religious faith’s place in the world. Gould’s main thesis is simply that science and religion 

do not overlap, because they are aimed at different matters. Dawkin’s main thesis is that science 

and religion do overlap in trying to explain the universe around us. Only, science does a better 

3 Plantinga, Alvin (1983). “Reason and Belief in God,” in Alvin Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff (eds.), Faith 
and Rationality: Reason and Belief in God, Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press. 87. 
 
4 Bahnsen, Greg Always Ready: Directions for Defending the Faith (Nacodoches: Covenant Media Press, 1996), 
134-135. 
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job at it because of its concern with fact, not blind faith. There is a crucial element to their 

discussion that is missed, though they take it for granted. Gould’s discussion of his  NOMA 

thesis is not a scientific experiment. Rather, it is an exercise in philosophy. Would that be 

considered a violation of NOMA? Then there is Dawkins’ construction of “faith vs. science.” 

However, on what basis does he conclude  that (to turn a phrase) whatever is of faith, is a sin 

against science?  Gould and Dawkins have both dipped themselves into the deep waters of 

philosophy. In the realm of philosophy, one may find trouble in generalizations, brushing off 

potential interlocutors, and appealing to unspecified notions of evidence. 

At this point, we can begin a discussion on the limitations of science and its necessary 

reliance on philosophy. Alexander Rosenberg, a philosopher of science, provides a helpful way 

to see  how philosophy and science relate: 

(1) “Philosophy deals...with the questions that science - physical, biological, social, 

behavioral - cannot answer now and perhaps may never be able to answer.. 

(2) [and] the questions about why the sciences cannot answer the first lot of 

questions”  5

What sort of questions are these? Gould and Dawkins both agree that “ethics” is not within reach 

of science. This is because, as Rosenberg argues, “philosophy deals with normative questions, 

issues of value in ethics, aesthetics, [and] political philosophy…” whereas “[t]he sciences are 

presumably descriptive...positive, not normative.”   This raises the demarcation problem: If 6

5 Rosenberg, Alexander “Why a Philosophy of Social Science?”  http://faculty.washington.edu/lynnhank/pss.pdf . 1. 
 
6 Rosenberg, Alexander. Philosophy of Science, A Contemporary Introduction. New York: Routledge, 2005. 4. 
 

http://faculty.washington.edu/lynnhank/pss.pdf
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science is not normative then (presumably) it would be unable to provide the necessary criteria 

distinguishing itself from non-sciences (e.g. philosophy.)  This raises problems for both Gould 

and Dawkins. In Gould’s case, specialists from various subjects would need to gather because 

the subject matters do overlap, not because they do not. For Dawkins, because his field of study 

betrays his criticism of religion. 

At this juncture it would be helpful to discuss the sharp disjunction that Dawkins places 

on reason/evidence and faith. Recall his assertions: 

(a) “Faith, being belief that isn’t based on evidence [and] independence from evidence is its pride 

and joy, shouted from the rooftops.”  (426) 

(b) “Science is based upon verifiable evidence” 

and 

(c) “religion is, in a sense, science; it’s just bad science.” (427) 

As to (a), Dawkins falls into the same fideistic definition of faith as Gould, which is the 

equivalent of wishful thinking. However, the christian faith relies on testimony, witnesses, oaths, 

which are all located in an authority-structure. It operates much like what you’d expect in a 

courtroom. The Scriptures operate as a binding document in which God makes an unconditional 

oath to His subjects which contain conditions and obligations on the part of the subject; the 

breaking of which brings serious consequences and requires reparations (Hebrews 8:6; 13:20; 

Matthew 26:28) the fulfillment of which involves blessing. (Deuteronomy 15:6)    Far from 

being a blind leap, this notion of faith requires the knowledge of the object of faith. (2 Timothy 

1:12; John 17:3; Isaiah 40:13) Much more can be said about the content of the christian faith, but 

that is unnecessary to my purposes here, which was to provide counterexamples to Dawkins’ 
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claim. As to (b), Dawkins is correct to point out that the general intention of science is to  gather 

data and the n provide a system of classifying it which explains the natural world through 

observation and experimentation. This involves the construction of models in an effort to 

represent the phenomenon as accurately as possible. Interestingly enough, Dawkins laments that 

“individual scientists slip back into the vice of faith, and a few may believe so single-mindedly 

in a favorite theory that they occasionally falsify evidence.” (427) I am confident that there are 

scientists that falsify evidence. However, this raises the question as to how we are to distinguish 

between what is or isn’t evidence. Vern Poythress, in a reflection of the work of Thomas Kuhn, 

notes that “What counts as data depends on the disciplinary matrix, or framework of 

assumptions, that scientists use. All data is “theory-laden.”  Assuming the problem of 7

demarcation is a serious one, and evidence and data are gathered in a way that favors the theory 

in question, it doesn’t seem that Dawkins can distinguish evidence from faith in any meaningful 

sense. In this case (b) and (c) are interrelated. If religion is science in any sense, then contrary to 

what Dawkins says in the beginning of the article, science is religion. It has authority structures, 

it operates on assumptions that cannot be verified by evidence, and so it operates on faith in that 

sense. In conclusion, Dawkins’ construction evidence versus faith is false. 

Religious faith of the Christian variety does not necessarily shun science. Historically, 

people of christian faith have held a confident view of science, especially in the 19th and 20th 

century when evolution had become prominent in academia. For instance, Abraham Kuyper 

viewed science as “possessing an independence by divine design so much so that [it] neglects its 

7  Poythress, Vern S. "Science and Hermeneutics." FramePoythress.org. Zondervan, 14 Aug. 2012. Web. 24 May 
2016. http://frame-poythress.org/ebooks/science-and-hermeneutics 
 

http://frame-poythress.org/ebooks/science-and-hermeneutics
http://frame-poythress.org/ebooks/science-and-hermeneutics
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divine calling if it permits itself..to become a servant of the state or church.”   Herman Bavinck, 8

who was a contemporary of Kuyper, describes the relationship between science and Christian 

faith this way: “Christianity and natural science do engage each other, particularly in the area of 

the religious-ethical, the teleological, or in other words, in the theistic worldview as it comes to 

expression in the doctrine of creation—its sustenance and government—which is confessed by 

the entire Christian church in the Apostles’ creed.”  Both Bavinck and Kuyper did not find 9

anything fearful in the natural sciences, and encouraged Christians to study it. 

In conclusion, both Dawkins and Gould provide reasons (albeit unintentionally) to 

believe that science and religion do relate to one another. Gould, in his discussion, demonstrates 

this much just by writing his essay, which is a philosophical task. However, I have hopefully 

demonstrated that philosophers of science do see the disciplines as something to be worked out 

between themselves and scientists. Dawkins’ agrees that religion and science do cover the same 

subject matter, yet science is better equipped than religion, because of its emphasis on evidence 

and reason. I hope to have provided evidence that such a construction is false. 

 

 

 

8 Abraham Kuyper; Jordan J. Ballor; Stephen J. Grabill; Nelson D. Kloosterman; Vincent E. Bacote; Gabe Lyons; 
Jon Tyson (2011-11-09). Wisdom & Wonder: Common Grace in Science & Art (Kindle Locations 285-286). 
Russell Media. Kindle Edition. 
 
9 Herman Bavinck (2008-05-30 ). Essays on Religion, Science, and Society (Kindle Locations 1663-1664). Baker 
Books. Kindle Edition. 
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