Religion and Science Reduced
This page documents the different ways we can understand the relationship between religion and science. The way we understand this relationship tells us a lot about what we think about the nature of both ways of looking at the world. (For application of these models look at the pages on evolution and the Big Bang theory.)

1. The Conflict Model

This model understands science and religion to be at odds with each other. At one extreme we have the conservative fundamentalist religionists who claim that science cannot be right because it contradicts the revealed Word of God (God inspired the Bible ( God doesn’t lie ( The Bible is therefore authoritative in all things, including the origins of the universe). At the other end of the spectrum are the hard-line atheist scientist who argue that the nature of reality revealed by science show that religious belief is totally misguided and therefore hope that religion will eventually die out as people become aware of the truth (see Dawkins etc). The conflict model is often held in popular culture.

Strengths: It takes the claims of either science or religion seriously. On the face of it both disciplines say contradictory things about where we came from. Both can’t be right! This model also encourages critiques of different views.

Weaknesses: The conflict model tends to make the assumption that religious teachings must be taken literally in all respects. Most Christians would dispute this. It also implies that science can answer every single kind of question.

2. The NOMA model (non-overlapping magisteria)

This model (proposed by Stephen J. Gould) argues that science and religion are totally separate discourses about the world around us and they don't come into conflict with each other. Science is there to deal with questions about the workings of the material world; religion is there to answer meta-physical and philosophical questions about ethics, meaning and life. Science asks “How?”; religion asks “Why?”. It’s therefore wrong to suppose that they are in conflict because they are doing two separate things.
Strengths: NOMA recognises that science and religion take very different approaches and ask very different questions.

Weaknesses: Many scientists would want to avoid drawing too strict a boundary. How and Why questions are not totally unconnected; as Einstein said, “Science without religion is blind; religion without science is lame”.

3. The Fusion Model

The “Fusion” model is an attempt to combine religious and scientific views together. It recognises the weaknesses of the NOMA model and attempts to use both together to answer questions properly. A good example of this in the “Intelligent Design” movement, which recognises the scientific validity of evolutionary theory but attempts to use the concept of an Intelligent Designer (a religious/philosophical idea) to explain aspects of creation that can’t fully be understood within the context of evolution. The fusion model essentially wants to merge religion and science together.
Strengths: Uses the insights of both religion and science.

Weaknesses: Blurs the boundaries of both disciplines. Eg. Intelligent Design attempts to use religious ideas to answer a scientific question. Many (religious and scientific) are unhappy  with these blurred lines.

4. The Complementarity Model

Complementarity is the claim that both religion and science are valid and separate disciplines (like the NOMA model). However, it argues that we can legitimately use both ways of thinking together. Science and religion complement each other and can work together by using each other’s insights. Supporters of this view would argue that science needs to be science, but that scientific research ought to be guided by ethical principles (which are more religious / philosophical in nature). Similarly, religion needs to learn from the insights of science, it cannot just be ignored.
Strengths: Attempts to keep both disciplines separate and distinct, yet recognises where they can be mutually supportive and can usefully refer to each other.

Weaknesses: Supporters of the conflict model may argue that this waters down both disciplines. There must be some points at which one is right and the other wrong (eg. The origins of the universe).
