
Incompatible? 

Are science and religion incompatible? This is a clichéd question. Type it in to 
Google and you will get more answers than you will ever care to read. They will 
range from a vitriolic Yes! to an outraged No! The correct answer is very simple. 
Are religion and science incompatible? It depends. Whose science and whose 
religion? This is something that must be dealt with on a case-by-case or at least an 
issue-by-issue basis. Let’s start with some issues that are particularly clear-cut. 
The universe came into existence 13.7 billion years ago. We don’t what happened 
before that but it is not unreasonable to speculate that it might have come into 
existence as a result of physics that we already partly understand. Meteorites 
striking the earth are typically from 4.53 to 4.58 billion years old. This is a good 
measure of the age of the earth. All life on earth including ourselves evolved over 
the span of geological time from simple primitive organisms. Most scientists 
regard these as obvious facts. If you can’t believe them your religion is 
incompatible with science, but I think that most Catholics and most mainline 
protestants do believe them. The more raucous critics of Christianity claim that 
Christianity is stupid because Christians believe in a literal Genesis. This is a logical 
fallacy; some do, some don’t. 

There is a closely related family of philosophies called variously materialism, 
naturalism, or physicalism. It is difficult to pin down exactly what these words 
mean. I note that the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy lists 284 articles 
dealing with the term “naturalism” alone. The lead article by David Papineau 
asserts that naturalism can be separated into an ontological and a methodological 
component. The methodological component is concerned with ways of 
investigating reality, and claims some kind of general authority for the scientific 
method. The ontological component is concerned with the contents of reality, 
asserting that reality has no place for “supernatural” or “spooky” kinds of entity. 
These are broad categories. I suspect that all the various varieties of physicalism 
and materialism fit into one of these two categories. By the same token, scientists 
who have thought carefully about this naturally wind up in one of these two 
camps. 



 The first position is that naturalism is a working hypothesis; science by definition 
does not deal with the supernatural. That is not to say that the supernatural does 
or does not exist, but when a scientist invokes the supernatural to explain 
something he or she is not doing science. Suppose I have some data that don’t 
make sense. I could say that I am on the verge of a great discovery or that my 
graduate student screwed up (she always does that). These are very scientific 
things to say and scientists say them all the time, but if I say that my data are 
infected by evil spirits I am not doing science. They may actually be infected and 
after working on my experiment for 48 hours without sleep, I may actually have 
seen the evil spirits, but when I offer this as an explanation, I am not doing 
science. Did God create the universe? Maybe He did, the scientist wants to know 
how. 

The other point of view is that the supernatural simply does not exist. There is no 
point in further discussion; it just doesn’t. Ontological naturalism is an a priori 
assumption; it is not something that science proves. It is sometimes claimed that 
science is a kind of religion because it is based on untestable faith. This is at best 
an oversimplification that does no justice to science or religion. There is a lot of 
evidence to support this kind of hard-nosed naturalism, namely the success of 
methodological naturalism as a working hypothesis. The great flowering of 
science in the 19th century can be traced in part to that moment when scientists 
pried themselves loose from the assumptions of natural theology. 
Electromagnetic theory, thermodynamics, quantum mechanics and relativity were 
all developed without any reference to God. In retrospect, science would have 
suffered a setback if Einstein or Maxwell or Schrodinger had had recourse to 
theology to explain the puzzles they were struggling with. Naturalism did so well 
as a working hypothesis, why not elevate it to the status of a law? After all, 
science never proves anything, if by “proof” we are thinking of the logical proofs 
that establish mathematical theorems. Scientific proof is inductive. We pile up 
evidence in favor of some “law” and as the evidence accumulates without 
exception, we regard the law as more and more certain. Surely ontological 
naturalism is as certain as a law can be. 



I mentioned above that scientists who thought carefully about materialism or 
naturalism tended to come to one of two conclusions, broadly categorized as 
methodological naturalism or ontological naturalism. The fact is that most 
scientists have not thought carefully about these issues. They come to a non-
conclusion I call don’t-have-a-clue materialism. Their attitude is “The supernatural 
doesn’t exist, now go away and let me work on my research.” I have no objection 
to this. Just remember that when you hear “All scientists are materialists,” 
remember that there are many ways to understand the term “materialism.”  

How can one defend religion against the hard-nosed claim that there is simply no 
room for anything supernatural in the real physical world? There are two lines of 
reasoning here, one quite dubious and one very important. The dubious 
argument involves miracles. It is not true, according to this way of thinking, that 
the evidence has accumulated without exception. Miracles in many cases clearly 
violate the laws of physics and chemistry. Jesus is reported to have changed water 
into wine. This is an amazing feat of nuclear physics performed at room 
temperature and pressure in a limited space and in a brief interval of time. It is 
hard to think of a law of physics that this does not violate, but did it really 
happen? In the book of Exodus we learn that Moses got into a miracle-working 
competition with the Pharaoh’s magicians. They had no trouble changing rods 
into snakes, turning the Nile into blood, and creating pestilences of frogs, but 
Moses was better at that sort of thing and eventually won the day. I think most 
people would dismiss this as an ancient legend. It seems too far-fetched that a 
group of hired magicians with only the assistance of some “secret arts” could 
create snakes. The miracles of Jesus have somewhat the same status. They are 
not eyewitness accounts. The Gospels were written several generations after 
Jesus’ death, and the ways in which the accounts were collected and transmitted 
are unknown to us.  There is also a logical argument to the effect that the laws of 
physics cannot be changed in a limited region of space without their being 
changed all over the universe. If the laws are violated in a limited region then 
there has to be an interface between the region where the laws are violated and 
the much larger region where they are not. This interface would itself violate the 
laws of physics so it would have to be included in the law-violating region. There 



would thus be a larger region where the laws are violated and so another larger 
interface. This is a recursive argument that only stops when the laws are violated 
throughout the universe, but then it seems that water would have been changing 
to wine everywhere. I can think of delicate calculus-based arguments for evading 
this conclusion, but in this context they seem quite silly! I realize that this is a very 
superficial treatment of a huge and controversial subject, but it presents a few 
reasons why I think that miracles are a tenuous ground on which to base faith. 

The more substantive argument is that science succeeds by limiting its range of 
inquiry to those things for which the methods of science are appropriate. To start 
with a trivial example, we teach our beginning physics students about the block 
sliding down the incline plane. We find no need to invoke God here as an 
explanation so we move cautiously on to the pendulum and from there to 
planetary motion. Newton thought that God had to intervene at this point to 
keep the planets in stable orbits but that turns out to be unnecessary. In this way 
science gradually extends its range of competence. So far, so good, but what if 
any are the limitations? There are several points of view here. I will discuss the 
two most important. 

Perhaps science can in principle explain everything. Physicists call such an 
explanation The Theory of Everything. There is no guarantee that such a theory 
exists; here are some reasons why I think it cannot. The idea of a theory of 
everything comes from the field of elementary particles. There are only a finite 
number of well-understood elementary particles – or so we thought – so there 
must be some theory that would explain their existence and properties, but the 
more we study this problem the more elusive such a theory appears. There is a 
logical problem here, which no one seems to have pointed out. A scientific theory 
is like a piece of industrial machinery; you put in some raw material and out 
comes a finished product, but the finished product is obviously made up of the 
raw materials. The putative theory of everything is an amazing piece of 
machinery; you put in nothing and out comes the universe!  

The second problem has to do with the phenomenon of emergence. The physical 
world seems to be made up of layers of phenomena of increasing organization 



and complexity, and there are discontinuities between the layers so successively 
higher levels contain new structures and laws that could not be anticipated from 
the properties of the lower levels. We say that these new phenomena emerge 
from the properties of the preceding layer. Let’s say that the bottom layer 
consists of elementary particles obeying the laws of nuclear physics. These 
particles make up nuclei and atoms, so far so good, but then the atoms interact 
and chemistry emerges. One could never have anticipated the DNA molecule 
starting from the laws of nuclear physics. The next big surprise of course is that 
life emerges from chemistry. I encourage you to continue the sequence. At some 
point, consciousness emerges and beyond that the whole range of human 
institutions. My point is that at each boundary the putative theory of everything is 
powerless to take the next step. These are troubled waters for the philosophers. 
There is much controversy over the exact nature of emergence. Perhaps this does 
not conclusively rule out the possibility of a theory of everything, but it seems to 
me to make it implausible. 

The third problem has to do with human consciousness. I have discussed this at 
great length elsewhere in these podcasts so I will just give a brief summary here. 
Consciousness exists solely in the first person perspective. We are all intimately 
acquainted with our own consciousness but the consciousness of others is 
completely inaccessible to us. Our consciousness cannot be studied 
independently of our private experience of it. We can of course identify those 
regions of the brain associated with various thoughts, that is to say, scientists can 
study the neural correlates of our thoughts and experiences, but the conscious 
experiences themselves are inaccessible to others. This is called the explanatory 
gap and it is hard to see how it could ever be bridged. 

The final problem has to do with human values, emotions and institutions. It 
seems wildly counterintuitive that the B Minor Mass or Chartres Cathedral or King 
Lear could be explained, even in principle, by a theory based  on the behavior of 
elementary particles. 

If the theory of everything is not a viable explanation for the real world, how is 
one to defend ontological naturalism? One must argue that when a new, more 



complex level of reality emerges, it does so in a way that is completely governed 
by natural laws. Is this true? I am sure that chemistry emerges from physics 
without any help from the Devine. I am less certain about life emerging from 
chemistry, but at this point, I have to allow it as a possibility. Consciousness is a 
hard call because we understand it so poorly, and for reasons that I have 
discussed before, may not be understandable in any scientific way. That leaves 
the whole range of human values, thoughts, artistic creations, morals and 
institutions. We have tried to understand them through such scientific or quasi-
scientific disciplines as sociology, psychology, and “pop” sociobiology. To what 
extent have these disciplines been successful? To what extent can they be 
successful? There are no clear answers here. Some will survey the field and 
conclude that God is an unwarranted assumption. Others will see the hand of God 
everywhere. 

I began with the question, are science and religion incompatible? Obviously if you 
are Christian fundamentalist or an ontological naturalist, they are incompatible. 
There are other ways of being a Christian however, and other ways of being a 
scientist. I am tempted here to say something about “The Scientific Method,” but 
it is an elusive concept. I am not sure what it is or even if there is such a thing. We 
are accustomed to saying that science is based on experiments that can be 
replicated, but that condemns cosmology and paleontology to the realm of 
pseudoscience. Let us say that science is based on data about the physical world. 
The data might be the result of experiments or systematic observations. The data 
are organized in an intellectual framework that combines disparate observations 
into an integrated system with the help of laws, principles, and systematic 
classification. There is a community of experts who usually agree on the 
significance of the data and their interpretation. I spoke above about the range of 
human values, thoughts, artistic creations, morals and institutions. To what extent 
are these accessible to science as I have just defined it? Clearly there is a grey 
area of partial overlap but for the most part they occupy different intellectual 
realms, or as the biologist Stephen Jay Gould would have it. “non-overlapping 
magisteria.” In these separate realms there is no incompatibility between science 
and religion. 


