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The inspiring story this week of the 33 miners in Chile and their survival and rescue prompted a number of letters to the editor. People were glad to have some good news, but this singular triumph of discipline and hope led some to express their opinions on unrelated subjects. 

In one letter to the Star Tribune, the writer says, 

“I was struck by the amount of human endeavor it took to successfully lift those men from what could have been their final resting place.” And then she goes on, “While others cry, ‘thank God,’ I think, ‘thank science.’” 
(Letter from Amy Stoner, Star Tribune, October 16, 2010)
The letter writer implies that we cannot possibly have faith in God and, at the same time, trust in science. It’s an old argument, one that has been around at least since the days of the Enlightenment. It shows up in the writings of atheists and in the sermons of fundamentalists, and for both groups it goes like this: either we embrace only the God of the Bible or we cling only to the scientific worldview. We cannot have it both ways.

The writer of that letter neatly raises for us the next in our series of good questions: Are science and religion compatible?
That may be a good question, but, it’s also one of the easiest ones we’ll address all year. The answer is yes. The challenge lies in making the case.

The popular new atheist writers are zealous in their cause. They give no quarter to those of us with faith – and their books are selling by the millions. Christopher Hitchens, in his book God Is Not Great, says, “Thanks to the telescope and the microscope, (religion) no longer offers an explanation of anything important.” (Quoted by John Haught, in God and the New Atheism [Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008], p. 53)
To be sure we get the picture, he adds, 

“I not only maintain that all religions are versions of the same untruth, but I hold that the influence of churches and the effect of religious belief (are) positively harmful.” (Letters to a Young Contrarian [Cambridge: Basic Books, 2001], p. 55) 
Richard Dawkins, author of The God Delusion, describes God as, 

“arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction: jealous and proud of it … petty … unjust, [an] unforgiving control-freak … misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal. …” 
(David Aikman, in Puncturing Atheism, October 31, 2007, Christianity Today)

If only these writers would tell us what they really think! 

Sam Harris picks up the neo-atheist drumbeat in his book, End of Faith, where he says, “Religious faith represents … a vanishing point beyond which rational discourse proves impossible.” (Quoted by John Haught, p. 3)
Are religion and science compatible? Atheists would say, emphatically, no. 

At the other end of the spectrum, fundamentalist believers would agree with them, but for entirely different reasons. They argue that religious claims supersede those of science, and that scripture offers the only reliable description of the way things are. To quote the late Jerry Falwell, 

“The Bible is the inerrant ... word of the living God.  It is absolutely infallible, without error in all matters pertaining to faith and practice, as well as in areas such as geography, science, history, etc.” (Scotty McLennan, “An Evolution Sunday Sermon”; Stanford Memorial Church, March 2, 2008)

In the view of some who are religious there is no room for thinking critically or scientifically about the world. From their perspective – and here they are joined by the atheists – one cannot be a person of faith and at the same time hold to the truths of science.

That is, however, not the only way to answer the question. Over 12,000 Christian ministers, including this preacher, have signed what is called The Clergy Letter. Born of a Wisconsin college professor’s frustrations about creationism and evolution, the letters says,

“We … believe that the timeless truths of the Bible and the discoveries of modern science may comfortably coexist. … We ask that science remain science and that religion remain religion, two very different, but complementary, forms of truth.”  (http://blue.butler.edu/~mzimmerm/Christian_Clergy/ChrClergyLtr.htm) 

In contrast, the neo-atheists talk about what they call “the God hypothesis,” by which they mean that religious claims must be subjected to the same rigors as any scientific thesis. They want religion to stand alongside science as a rival in trying to explain the way things are. They want to see the evidence, and when they do not, they exult over having disproven God’s existence. 

Professor Terry Eagleton says of one such atheist author, “He is rather like someone who thinks that a novel is a botched piece of sociology, and who therefore can’t see the point of it all.” (Terry Eagleton, pp. 6)  

Are science and religion compatible? Not if you expect religion to behave according to the rules of scientific inquiry. But why must we start with that assumption? “Religious truth,” the Clergy Letter says, “is of a different order from scientific truth. Its purpose is not to convey … information but to transform hearts.” 

In a way, we can be grateful to the neo-atheists for their assault on attempts to prove the existence of God by scientific means. Most of us would be glad to be rid of such efforts. John Haught, Senior Fellow in Science and Religion at Georgetown University, says,

“Thinking of God as an hypothesis reduces the infinite divine mystery to a finite scientific cause, and to worship anything finite is idolatrous. …They have chosen to topple a deity whose existence most theologians … would have no interest in defending anyway.” (Haught, p. 44)
Religion that cavorts with the exactitude we expect of scientific thinking is no religion at all. It’s a kind of wishful thinking applied to the rules that govern the natural world. The writer of the book of Hebrews understood that long ago: “Now faith,” he said, “is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” (Hebrews 11:1) 

To be assured of things hoped for and to have the conviction of things unseen is to trust in the future with a confidence that rests not on us and not on our own capacities, but on the One whom we worship. When I pray, that is my starting point: I quiet my heart and mind, I still my body and open my heart to the One in whom I have not scientific certainty but, rather, the assurance of things hoped for – the One not whom I can see and measure and control but, rather, the One who remains unseen and ineffable. 

In the words from our opening hymn this morning: “Immortal, invisible, God only wise; in light inaccessible, hid from our eyes.”

Nowhere does the battle between science and religion get more heated than in the question of the origin of the universe. 

“In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. Then God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light.” (Genesis 1:1-3)
Atheists want believers to view the opening pages of scripture as a biology textbook, or as a treatise on geology; many believers are happy to oblige them. “A Gallup poll showed that 45% of Americans agreed with the statement, “God created human beings pretty much in their present form at one time within the last 10,000 years or so.” (See sermon by Stanford’s Scotty McLennan) 

Another survey shows that “35% of Protestant doctors believe that ‘God created humans exactly as they appear now.” (Joan Roughgarden, Evolution and Christian Faith [Washington: Island Press, 2006], p. 8)

A rejection of evolution pits religion against “a foundational scientific truth, one that has stood up to rigorous scrutiny and upon which much of human knowledge and achievement rests.” (Clergy Letter)  Why do we need to collapse “the mystery of God into a set of propositions that can compete with, and then lose out to, science?” (Haught, p. 52) 

The Intelligent Design movement would do just that: it attempts to make the biblical material into a kind of pseudoscience that proves the claims of scripture – as if they were meant to stand up to the rigors of rational inquiry. Here’s Eagleton again, “Science and religion pose different questions to the world … While faith, rather like love, must involve factual knowledge, it is not reducible to it.” (London Review)
Both atheists and fundamentalists will be disappointed, but we can hear the biblical story of creation not as a scientist explaining things and not as a statement of faith in a biblical alternative to science, but, rather, simply as an ancient people telling of the majesty and power, the mystery and wonder of their Creator. Let us not ask Genesis, and our faith, to do something they are not intended to do.

“Creation,” Eagleton says, 

“is not about getting things off the ground. Rather, God is the reason why there is something rather than nothing. … God the Creator is not a celestial engineer … but an artist … who made the world … simply for the love and delight of it.” (p. 7-8)
Week after week in our worship we come wanting an experience of that love, a taste of the mystery, an inkling of the divine intention, a glimpse of the joy that comes from giving our lives to the wondrous assertion that there is a God.  

Are science and religion compatible? The faith into which we will baptize three little ones in a moment says yes. Our faith invites us to love God with all our heart – that is, with all our passion and in all our relationships; and with all our minds – that is, with all our intellect and reason.

Last summer when we were at Ghost Ranch in northern New Mexico, one day a massive thunder and lightning rainstorm came blowing in across the high desert. It was a sight of fierce and rare beauty – the colors, the sounds, the smells, the wind. We all gathered wherever we could to watch and marvel at it all. Beth and I found a two-seater Adirondack in the shelter of a porch and sat in worshipful awe as the storm rolled through the landscape. 

When it ended we remained motionless in the silence as the desert seemed to bloom before our very eyes. What brought us back to reality was the sound of a little boy, about 8 years old, standing on an adobe wall not far away, dancing with his arms in the air. All was clean and new, the air heavy with the moist scent of sage, the light returning, the red mesas brilliant against the retreating darkness. And here was this little boy dancing on the wall and shouting with all the delight he could muster, “I’m alive! I’m alive! I’m alive!”

He might as well have been one of the Chilean miners, leaping for joy as he came up into the fresh air.

I’m alive: that is a scientific statement of verifiable biological fact and, at the same time, a theological affirmation about the wonder of being a creature in the beauty and mystery and power of God’s creation. A scientific statement and a theological affirmation about the same thing, and both of them are true.

Thanks be to God.  
Amen.
“Are Science and Religion Compatible?”
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