The relationship between science and religion:

Conflict, Independence or Dialogue?

Conflict:

This model of the relationship between science and religion assumes that there is a battle going on. Science and religion both make claims about the nature of the world and only one can be right. They are both fighting over the same ground and eventually one will be victorious and other will die out.

Scientists who support this model say that modern science can explain everything to do with the world and its origins and so religion is no longer required. For them, religion is a set of fairy-tales once used to explain certain things but now science can do that and so the fairy-tales can be abandoned. They don’t necessarily think religious people are bad, but they think that they are deluded and aren’t looking at the facts seriously.

Christians who support this model say that modern science has it all wrong. They would prefer to trust the version of events given by God over the human efforts of scientists. If the Bible says the earth was created in 6 days about 4,000 years ago then it must be so. They often dispute scientific theories, particularly evolution by natural selection, and may say that things like this are a test of faith. They believe that perhaps one day they might be proven right, but in the mean time it is their job to uphold their religious truth and show that science isn’t as reliable as it claims to be.

Dialogue:

People accepting the dialogue model argue that all knowledge is part of a whole. You cannot separate science from religion from philosophy from art. To get a full view of reality you need to look at it from every angle and so scientists can learn from religious people and religious people can learn from science. Both ask different kinds of questions of the world and so co-exist peacefully, but it is still important that science and religion learn from each other.

Scientists who go for this model follow their science but accept that religious ideas might make a difference to what they do. For example, some scientists might know that they could potentially clone a human being, but would listen to what religious people say about the relationship between humans and God before doing it. Religious ethics can be used to make scientific decisions.

Similarly, Christians who accept this model accept that science can shed light on their own problems. When scientists say that humanity developed through a process of evolution they might go back to the Bible and re-consider what they think it is saying. Scientific ideas can be used to provoke thinking about the Bible and what it might be saying about humanity.

Independence:

Many people hold that religion and science are two completely different fields of study. Just as you wouldn’t say that English is right and Maths is wrong it is silly to argue that science is right and religion is wrong. Such people say that science asks quite different kinds of questions to religion and they can both ask these questions without coming into conflict with each other.

Scientists who hold this model would acknowledge that they ask questions about the natural laws of the universe. They can ask about how gravity works or how species develop. However, they accept that some questions are beyond the boundaries of science, such as “Why does the universe exist?” and “What is the meaning of life?”. This they are happy to leave to religion and philosophy.

Christians who accept this version of events think similar things to scientists. When they read the creation stories in the Bible they accept that it is not a science book and so don’t think it right to ask scientific questions of it. They say that the Bible tells them about the relationship between human beings and God, not about how the planets came to be formed.
While both sides accept that the other is real and good, people working on this model don’t think that science and religion have much to say to each other. A scientist won’t learn much about science by talking to a religious person, nor will a religious person learn about religion in a science class.

