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Scientific and Religious Worldviews: Antagonism, 

Non-antagonistic Incommensurability and 

Complementarity 

 

 

Abstract: 

 

This article reviews three basic ways in which the relationship between Abrahamic religion and 

science has been construed: as fundamentally antagonistic; as non-antagonistically 

incommensurable; and as complementary. Unfortunately, while each construal seems to offer 

benefits to the religious believer, none, as the article demonstrates, is without considerable cost. 

 

 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam provide their adherents with distinctive conceptual 

frameworks for understanding the world they inhabit; in other words, each of the Abrahamic 

monotheisms provides its adherents with a worldview. In the modern era, religious 

worldviews have been faced with a new competitor: the scientific worldview (or, perhaps 

more precisely, scientific worldviews). The worldviews of traditional religion and that of 

modern science are often thought to be irreconcilable because modern science appears to 

contradict at least some of the core beliefs of each of the Abrahamic faiths. At the very least, 

the credibility of traditional beliefs concerning the creation of the world,
1
 the special place of 

humans in the created order, and God’s ability to act upon the world
2
 all appear, at least 

prima facie, to be at odds with scientific thinking. Moreover, given the emphasis placed on 

science within modern education and by mainstream western culture, it has been difficult for 

many to avoid the challenge science seemingly presents to their religious belief system. It 

should not surprise us, then, that scientific ideas have had a significant transformative impact 

upon traditional religious worldviews.
3
 

 The success enjoyed by many branches of science in the twentieth century is no doubt 

largely responsible for the role it has come to play in modern intellectual life. Few would 

deny that one of the most remarkable features of the twentieth century was the unprecedented 

success of scientific method in providing explanations for many things that had previously 

seemed inexplicable. The results yielded by scientific method, which primarily involved the 
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testing of theories by means of empirical experimentation, were often so impressive that 

many people came to regard science as the only reliable source of knowledge.
4
 A significant 

number, moreover, would seem to have drawn the further conclusion that religious beliefs 

should be abandoned in those cases where they conflict with the findings of the natural 

sciences. Indeed, throughout much of the twentieth century, religion, in contrast to the 

advance of the sciences, seemed to be making a corresponding forced retreat. As Don Cupitt 

observes: 

 

the development of an immense body of objective knowledge of the world about us in modern 

times seems directly connected with the decline of religion. The difference between a medieval 

bestiary and a modern work of zoology is that symbolic and religious ways of looking at animals 

have been replaced by cool and intense observation of natural fact.
5
 

 

Not surprisingly, Cupitt argues that scientific knowledge replaces religious ways of 

understanding the world, and that the expansion of the former is thereby directly responsible 

for the decline of the latter. In support of this view, Cupitt appeals to the undeniable fact that, 

throughout the modern era, scientific knowledge has caused massive disruption to systems of 

religious belief, which had survived basically unchanged for centuries. Nevertheless, although 

traditional religious beliefs have often been retracted as a result of scientific claims,
6
 it may 

be too hasty simply to assume—as Cupitt clearly does—that a further retreat of religious 

belief is inevitable in the face of modern science.
7
 

 Indeed, construals of the purported threat science poses to religion would appear to 

depend upon how the relationship between them is conceived. By the end of the twentieth 

century, those who were alert to these issues had come to occupy one of three basic positions. 

According to those who hold the first position, science and religion are in inevitable 

competition, and co-exist in a state of outright conflict. In short, science and religion are 

antagonistic. Those holding the second position aver that science and religion are 

fundamentally different to a degree that not only rules out genuine conflict but also makes it 

impossible for them to contribute anything to each other. Put another way, science and 

religion are non-antagonistically incommensurable. Finally, advocates of the third position 

hold that science and religion are compatible domains of inquiry—they share some common 

ground and can influence each other, but serious disagreement between their respective 

claims should not arise. In other words, science and religion are complementary. 

 Let us therefore first consider the view that science and religion are competitors locked 
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within an inevitably conflictual struggle.  

 

The Antagonistic Relationship View 

 

Many people, both religious and non-religious, hold not only that traditional religious beliefs 

and the claims of modern science are in direct conflict but also that the respective 

presuppositions of religion and science are fundamentally opposed. One critic of Islam, Ibn 

Warraq, claims that science 

 

directly conflicts with Muslim religious beliefs on a number of issues. But the more fundamental 

difference is a question of methodology—Islam relies on blind faith and the uncritical acceptance 

of texts on which the religion is based, whereas science depends on critical thought, observation, 

deduction, and results that are internally coherent and correspond to reality.
8
 

 

While many would no doubt object to Warraq’s self-avowedly polemical characterisation of 

Islam, his stance, nevertheless, clearly exemplifies the first position: science and religion are 

in direct conflict. For religion, Warraq claims, involves ‘blind faith’ and the ‘uncritical 

acceptance of texts’, whereas science is based on ‘critical thought’, ‘observation’ and 

‘deduction’, and yields ‘results that are internally coherent’ and which ‘correspond to reality’. 

The implication, of course, is that religious beliefs are not the product of critical thought, 

observation or deduction, are mutually incoherent and fail to correspond to reality. When the 

contrast between science and religion is conceived in this light, it is no surprise that they are 

thought to be in direct conflict, and that many plump for science. 

 Despite the fact that many in the twentieth century rejected this implied characterisation 

of religion, the notion of an irreconcilable conflict between religion and science remained a 

commonly held one. Moreover, the popular image of the modern scientist who sets at naught 

traditional religious ‘wisdom’ in relentless pursuit of ‘objective’ scientific knowledge
9
 invites 

the conclusion that science and religion are locked in unremitting conflict. While this image 

might be thought somewhat of a caricature, it is, nevertheless, reminiscent of those early 

twentieth-century scientists who—convinced of positivism—held that science is the only 

reliable source of knowledge, and that all religious claims should be shunned because they are 

based on groundless superstition. These opinions have commonly been entertained alongside 

the assumption that fundamental reality is material, and that, consequently, only the objects of 

science are ‘real’—a position usually termed ‘scientific materialism’,
10
 and which constituted 
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a significant challenge to religion in the twentieth century (as it continues to do in the twenty-

first). 

 Curiously, scientific materialism has a certain affinity with another stance which, at first 

sight, appears to be very different: namely, scriptural literalism. The latter holds that the 

claims of some specific set of religious scriptures are true, and that where these claims 

contradict the purported findings of modern scientists, the claims of the scientists are to be 

rejected as false. The feature common to both of these stances is to be found in their account 

of what is required for knowledge. For both assert that knowledge must be based on certain, 

or indubitable, foundations. Early twentieth-century scientific materialists generally claimed 

that the foundations of knowledge are logic and sense-data, whereas scriptural literalists 

tended to hold that the only secure foundation for knowledge is revelation within its 

scriptures. And both parties tended to assume that there is a direct conflict between their 

respective claims 

 Scientific materialism has taken a variety of forms, and has been endorsed by a wide 

range of thinkers.
11
 In the late-twentieth century, scientific materialism—principally, in the 

form of a new discipline called sociobiology—exerted a huge influence on the intellectual life 

of the West. Sociobiologists, such as Edward O. Wilson, popularised the idea that it is only a 

matter of time before everything that is as yet unexplained by science will be so explained. 

Holding that the human sciences (such as sociology and religious studies) will all ultimately 

be reduced to biology,
12
 Wilson predicts that when religion is fully explained in terms of 

biology, it will lose much of its power. He believes, nevertheless, that ‘[t]he predisposition to 

religious belief is the most complex and powerful force in the human mind and in all 

probability an ineradicable part of human nature’.
13
 One conclusion that Wilson draws from 

this assessment of religious belief is that ‘[r]eligion constitutes the greatest challenge to 

human sociobiology and its most exiting opportunity to progress as a truly original theoretical 

discipline.’
14
 Wilson’s ambition is, therefore, to explain religion by means of general 

sociobiological principles. In other words, he aspires to explain religion by providing an 

account of the function that religious beliefs and practices play in furthering our self-

interested biological ends. Hence, he argues that the 

 

highest forms of religious practice, when examined more closely, can be seen to confer biological 

advantage. Above all they congeal identity. In the midst of the chaotic and potentially 

disorienting experiences each person undergoes daily, religion classifies him, provides him with 

unquestioned membership in a group claiming great powers, and by this means gives him a 
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driving purpose in life compatible with his self interest.
15
 

  

 Wilson thus sets great store by the claim that a religion confers a biological advantage 

upon its adherents, insisting that, if this claim can be supported, scientific materialism will 

have successfully explained religious phenomena, and will thus be established as the superior 

worldview.
16
 Clearly, Wilson assumes that if one can explain some phenomenon as 

biologically advantageous, then this explanation says all that need be said about that 

phenomenon. In particular, such an explanation is taken to foreclose the question of whether 

or not any beliefs underlying the phenomenon in question might be true. The philosopher, 

theologian and scientist Holmes Rolston III challenges Wilson’s assumption by analysing its 

apparent logical structure:  

 

Premise 1:  If B (biologically advantageous), then not T (true). 

Premise 2:  B. 

Conclusion:  Therefore not T.
17
 

 

As Rolston points out, this argument is formally valid (the conclusion follows from the 

premises), but we have no reason to judge that it is sound (for we have no reason to assume 

that both the premises are true). The first premise certainly does not seem to be established so 

much as assumed by Wilson, given that he fails to provide any compelling argument for the 

implicit claim that if acting on a certain belief is biologically advantageous, then that belief 

cannot also be true. 

 The uncompromising stance of scientific materialists such as Wilson would seem to be 

motivated by the assumption, mentioned above, that the natural sciences alone are capable of 

yielding genuine knowledge because they alone study ‘real’ objects. This assumption is 

supported by the conviction that only scientific claims can be publicly verified. Scientific 

experiments are repeatable by anyone who has the correct equipment, the argument might go; 

and thus the results of science are reliable because they are reproducible. The public and 

reproducible nature of scientific conclusions might then be contrasted with religious beliefs, 

which do not seem to be based on the kind of public data which could verify them. Religious 

beliefs, scientific materialists are keen to point out, are thus not public in the sense that they 

cannot be checked by empirical investigation whose results could be reproduced, at least in 

principle, by anyone. Thus, science is thought to be ‘objective’, whereas religion is 

considered to be ‘subjective’. 
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 In criticising scientific materialism, Keith Ward summarises its basic tenets as follows: 

‘the only things that exist are material things in space. There is no purpose or meaning in the 

universe. Scientific principles are the only proper forms of explanation’.
18
 He then argues 

that, contrary to the impression scientific materialists seek to convey, these tenets ‘are not 

scientific theories or assertions. They do not belong to physics or chemistry or psychology or 

biology. They are certainly statements of faith.’
19
 This characterisation of the, purportedly, 

non-scientific foundations of scientific materialism suggests to Ward that it should be 

regarded as a worldview rather than as a scientific theory. One holds such beliefs, according 

to Ward, not on the basis of evidence but ‘because they seem to form the basis for a coherent, 

adequate and consistent description of the world which fits one’s fundamental value-

judgements and attitudes’.
20
 In emphasising the status of scientific materialism as a 

worldview, Ward hopes that we will regard its adoption, in preference to other candidates, as 

a choice, and not as inevitable. And once we see this, Ward argues, the next step will be to 

ask the question: which type of worldview, the scientific materialist one or the theistic one, 

has the most power to explain the universe we inhabit? Ward further argues that the theistic 

worldview is the most rational one for us to adopt. Interestingly, Wilson would probably 

agree with the way that Ward has framed this question. For he, too, holds that scientific 

materialism is a worldview that we should adopt, or not, on the basis of its explanatory 

power. His disagreement with Ward concerns which worldview—a scientific materialist one 

or a religious one—has superior explanatory power, and thus is the rational one to choose. 

What gives scientific materialism the edge, in Wilson’s view, is that, as mentioned above, its 

conclusions can be supported by publicly verifiable data, and thus are ‘objective’; whereas 

religious beliefs are not supported in this way, and are, therefore, ‘subjective’. 

 Wilson is thus typical of those who hold that science and religion are in conflict because 

they have nothing in common—the former being founded upon reason, and the latter being 

founded upon superstition. However, this assumption, although extremely popular in the first 

half of the twentieth century, was seriously questioned later in the century by many who 

argued that that there is a continuum between science and religion: for science, as Ward 

insists, involves both reason and faith, just as religion involves both faith and reason. The 

well-known philosopher of religion, Basil Mitchell, for example, argues for such a continuum 

on the grounds that an element of faith is an essential requirement of all rational enquiry.
21
 

 In support of this conclusion, Mitchell avers that the conception of reason presupposed by 

those who contrast rationality with faith implies that, in order to be rational, one must: (i) ‘have 

sufficient evidence for what one believes’; (ii) ‘be prepared to produce the evidence on 
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demand’; and (iii) ‘proportion one’s confidence in the truth of the belief to [the weight of] the 

evidence as it stands at the time of speaking’.
22

 In order to demonstrate that it is unlikely that 

there is any sharp contrast between faith and reason, Mitchell points out that what we ordinarily 

consider to be instances of rational thought rarely satisfy these criteria. Instead, as Mitchell, 

borrowing from John Henry Newman, observes: (a) ‘much of our reasoning is tacit and 

informal’; (b) ‘most arguments are cumulative in form’; (c) ‘in estimating the force of the 

evidence and in deciding what is to be believed on the strength of it we are rightly influenced by 

considerations other than those provided by the evidence itself’, that is, ‘we bring to the 

evidence assumptions which inevitably’ and rightly ‘affect our interpretation of it’; and (d) 

systems of belief require stability over time in order to develop, and, once developed, they tend 

to persist.
23
 

 Thus, Mitchell hopes to persuade us that the contrast ‘between the entirely open-minded 

approach of the scientist and the committed nature of religious faith is, at the very least, 

overdrawn’.
24
 For example, stubbornness, as he notes, can be a virtue with respect to finding 

truth in science, and this seems to suggest that an element of faith is a requirement of 

scientific procedure. Hence, Mitchell concludes that faith is not confined to theology, but is a 

feature of all intellectual endeavours.
25
 However, ‘as one moves from the natural sciences, 

through the biological to the psychological and social sciences and on to the humanities, the 

role of faith becomes steadily more apparent’.
26
 In other words, instead of a sharp divide we 

have a continuum, in Mitchell’s view. 

 Given these arguments against scientific materialism, with its core assumption that only 

science can yield ‘objective’ knowledge of ‘real’ objects, what might explain its widespread 

adoption in the early-twentieth century? Clearly, the views of the logical positivists provided 

a philosophical underpinning for the central ideas of scientific materialism, and persuaded 

many to adopt its approach. Members of the logical positivist movement were convinced that 

the only meaningful propositions (analytic propositions of logical form excepted) were 

synthetic propositions which could be publicly verified through scientific experimentation. 

All synthetic propositions that could not be verified (metaphysical, ethical and religious 

‘propositions’, for example) were, therefore, said to be meaningless. Thus, all meaningful 

propositions were thought to belong to the category of what could be expressed in 

instrumental statements about what experiences we would have were we to perform certain 

actions. 

 However, although logical positivism captivated the minds of many philosophers and 

scientists for at least two decades, it soon became clear that, as a theory of meaning, it was 
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inadequate as an account of the full spectrum of human experience. Moreover, as many 

philosophers argued, it also failed to take sufficient account of the interplay between factual 

and evaluational judgements within our reasoning processes.
27
 Critics of logical positivism 

further pointed out that sense-data could not be foundational in the sense which logical 

positivists and scientific materialists assumed. In fact, it became increasingly apparent to 

many that sense-data are simply not available in the raw state which the logical positivists and 

scientific materialists supposed. Rather, the act of gathering information, or of experiencing 

sense-data, already involves interpretation, because human consciousness does not seem to 

have access to sense-data that are prior to some preliminary conceptualisation. In short, the 

case can be made that to experience something is already to interpret it. Later theorists would 

therefore stress the degree to which sense-data were influenced by prior theory and by the 

interaction of the observer with the observed. So, despite the undoubted influence which 

logical positivism had earlier exercised in shoring up the convictions of the scientific 

materialists, by the end of the twentieth century few believed it justified the view that there is 

no reliable route to knowledge outside of science. And many critics of scientific materialism 

agreed that, just as logical positivists have an idealised view of meaning, scientific 

materialists have an idealised view of science. 

 Consequently, many religious thinkers came to believe that to conceive the relationship 

between religion and science as one of direct conflict is to distort the nature of both domains. 

Hence, some began to explore alternative conceptions of their relationship. Nevertheless, as 

we shall now see, many, perhaps understandably, remained reluctant to give up the distinction 

between the two domains. 

 

The Incommensurability View 

 

Those adhering to some version of the second position on the relationship between religion 

and science—the non-antagonistic incommensurability view—typically argue that science 

and religion are autonomous domains of human understanding, with each focusing on 

different objects of enquiry. Stephen Jay Gould, for example, argues that, because science and 

religion have different subject matter, there could be no genuine conflict between their 

respective claims. Indeed, the view that science and religion do not make claims about the 

same aspects of reality is fairly common. One motivation for this view is the widespread 

conviction that, whereas science is concerned with supposedly value-neutral facts about the 

objective world, religion is concerned with evaluation. The famous biologist John Maynard 
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Smith, for example, expresses this conviction when he asserts that scientific theories have 

nothing to say ‘about the value of human beings’,
28
 adding that such ‘theories say nothing 

about what is right but only about what is possible, and we need some other source of 

values’.
29
 Mordecai Kaplan, the founder of Reconstructionist Judaism, offers a similar view: 

 

The so-called conflict between religion and science is actually a conflict only between religion, 

conceived as theurgy [that is, a supernatural means of controlling the world], and science, 

conceived as a method based upon experience and experiment. There can be no quarrel between 

religion conceived as a source of values and meanings, and science, as a description of objective 

reality.
30 

 

According to this stance, then, science and religion are concerned with different domains: 

science with ‘objective reality’; and religion with ‘values and meanings’. Hence, the 

argument goes, provided that each respects the boundary of the other’s territory, no genuine 

conflict should arise.  

 The non-antagonistic incommensurability view has, in fact, an extremely long history. 

Commonplace in the medieval period was a distinction between ‘revealed knowledge’ and 

‘natural knowledge’. The latter was thought to be the product of human discovery through 

natural as opposed to supernatural means; while the former was thought to have a 

supernatural origin, and was believed to be discovered in sacred texts and, in some versions 

of the distinction, in the wisdom inherent within a religious tradition. While earlier 

proponents of this view, Ibn Rushd and Thomas Aquinas, for example, claimed that there is 

some overlap in the content of these two types of knowledge,
31
 modern advocates tend to 

emphasise the complete disjunction between ‘revealed’ and ‘natural’ knowledge. Thus, many 

modern thinkers, such as Karl Barth, deny that there is any ‘natural knowledge’ of God at 

all.
32
 And this entails that discoveries and advances in natural science cannot, even in 

principle, contribute anything to our knowledge of God. Scientific, or ‘natural’, knowledge is 

therefore thought to have no relevance whatsoever to religious belief. Likewise, ‘revealed 

knowledge’—the preserve of faith—is thought to have no bearing on scientific knowledge.
 
 

 The nineteenth century Danish philosopher, Søren Kierkegaard, was another influential 

modern thinker who held this position.
33
 In his view, if it were the case that reason or 

empirical investigation, unaided by revelation, successfully proved religious beliefs to be true, 

then religious faith would be redundant. In other words, he holds not only that ‘natural 

knowledge’ can contribute nothing of importance to a person’s religious beliefs but also that 
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if, per impossible, it could do so, then it would be a danger to faith. Consequently, he argued 

that science should stay within the boundaries of its own domain, and not seek to intrude into 

domains where it can contribute nothing. 

 However, it is clear that, as science developed, scientific knowledge came to cover more 

and more ground. Features of the world that had previously been ‘explained’ by religion now 

seem better explained by scientific theories, for these theories enable us to make reliable 

predictions that were not facilitated by religious explanations. Hence, religious belief has 

been obliged to withdraw its claims in the face of the advancing frontier of science—a 

process that seems to have occurred at an unprecedented pace during the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. Indeed, modern theologians who adopted the non-antagonistic 

incommensurability view soon found that the only apparently secure domain in which 

religious knowledge was not threatened by the growth of scientific explanations was that of 

human subjectivity. Here, at least, or so it seemed, the scientific outlook could not reach. 

Hence, following Friedrich Schleiermacher, theologians sought to found theology on human 

feeling. However, the failure of this strategy soon became apparent in the early-twentieth 

century, when science—in the form of psychology—staked its claim on the domain of human 

subjectivity.  

 As a result of the unprecedented advance of science, a variant of the non-antagonistic 

incommensurability view became prominent in the second half of the twentieth century. 

Science and religion, according to this modified view, both make claims about the real world, 

but they do so from radically different and irreducible perspectives. Inspired by the 

philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein, what this view amounts to in practice is the belief that 

the scientist and the religious believer, in effect, speak different languages. These languages 

are construed as fulfilling different but equally legitimate functions—and, because the 

languages are so different, there can be no genuine conflict between their respective claims. 

 Wittgenstein came to regard human discourse as a series of language games, each with its 

own rules determining the various meanings of the statements made within them. Moreover, 

his theory of language games emphasises the way that language is used, and insists that the 

‘rules’ of each language game can only be discovered from within the language game itself. 

Thus, on this view, it would be a mistake to judge the statements made in one language game 

by the standards of a quite different language game. Applying this to the relationship between 

science and religion, the implication is that it would be illegitimate to judge religious 

claims—such as, for example, the claim that God created the world in six days—from a 

scientific standpoint: for to do so would be to miss the point of the religious claims, and to 
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confuse the discrete discourses of science and religion. 

 According to this approach, then, we should examine the different functions of these two 

language games: the scientific and the religious. And if we do, we shall see that scientific 

language functions in that particular area of inquiry which deals with natural phenomena, for 

which it is a useful tool that allows us to describe such phenomena. Likewise, we shall 

discover that the function of religious language is to promote values and, perhaps, a whole 

philosophy of life which binds together a human community. On this view, therefore, the 

dispute between a religious believer and a scientist is not really a disagreement over the 

nature of reality at all. As Wittgenstein remarks: regarding the denial of the religious belief 

that illness is a punishment from God, ‘you can call it believing the opposite but it is entirely 

different from what we normally call believing the opposite. I think differently, in a different 

way, I say different things to myself. I have different pictures.’
34
 The religious believer and 

the scientist, then, are engaged in different language games that correspond to, what 

Wittgenstein calls, their different ‘forms of life’. 

 Wittgenstein’s theory of language has been elaborated and applied specifically to the 

philosophy of religion by D. Z. Phillips. Emphasising the uniqueness and autonomy of the 

religious form of life, Phillips, like Wittgenstein, claims that each language game has its own 

internal criteria of truth and falsity, and, therefore, cannot legitimately be evaluated on the 

basis of external criteria. It follows, according to Phillips, that the meanings of terms such as 

‘true,’ ‘false,’ ‘real,’ ‘unreal,’ ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’ differ from context to context. And as 

religious statements cannot be understood or appraised on the basis of criteria external to the 

religious language game, such as that of science, then it follows that religious beliefs cannot 

conflict with scientific claims.
35
 

 While this Wittgensteinian strategy for maintaining the distinction between scientific and 

religious claims is ingenious, it nevertheless incurs difficulties that, some would claim, vitiate 

its appeal. One problem is that it seems to leave us with a plurality of irreducibly different and 

unrelated language games, each with its own ‘true’ claims. Thus, it would seem to rule out the 

possibility of a monistic, overarching explanation of the diversity of human experiences, 

which many thinkers, even today, continue to seek. Apparently presupposing the possibility 

of such a unified theory, one Christian theologian, Harold A. Netland, writes:  

 

[s]ince ultimately there is unity and consistency to truth, we would expect that what is true in 

religion is consistent with what is true in other domains such as science, history, and archaeology. 

Glaring inconsistency between what is asserted in a given religious worldview and what has been 
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established in, say, history indicates that either the religious claim or the conclusion from history 

is in error.
36
 

 

Although there may be good reasons in favour of a pluralistic conception of truth (and it may 

be that the idea of a unified theory is a chimera), this is not a conception that achieved a 

consensus amongst the majority of twentieth-century religious thinkers. Consequently, many 

found the Wittgensteinian strategy unpersuasive as an explanation of the relationship between 

science and religion. 

 A further difficulty incurred by this approach is that, were it correct, it would seem 

unlikely that scientific claims and religious claims should have a noticeable impact on one 

another. However, as we shall shortly see, the facts would appear to be otherwise. A final 

problem with this view is that it seems inherently conservative. The view that religion is for 

the philosopher to study and to seek to understand, but not to criticise, and certainly not to 

seek to change in the light of knowledge acquired from other domains of inquiry, would 

appear to encourage the intellectual fossilisation of religion. 

 In light of these difficulties, many thinkers felt unsatisfied with the non-antagonistic 

incommensurability view in its modified Wittgensteinian form; and this dissatisfaction led 

some to occupy the third position, to which we now turn. From the perspective offered by this 

position, religion and science are complementary domains of inquiry. They share some 

common ground, and are able to influence each other; moreover, serious conflict between 

their respective claims need not arise.  

 

The Complementarity View 

 

In the eleventh century, Al-Ghazali argued that those who deny the findings of science in an 

attempt to defend their religious beliefs do religion more harm than good.
37
 In so arguing, he 

set a precedent for those twentieth-century thinkers who held that a religion cannot remain 

credible if it retains beliefs in the face of scientific knowledge which appears to refute them 

decisively. Many of those who believe that science cannot be safely ignored by religious 

believers adopt some version of the complementarity view, according to which science and 

religion will, ideally, form part of an integrated worldview within which each contributes to 

the other. Clearly, according to this position, scientific theories will not be viewed as 

alternative accounts of reality that rival religious ones. The claim is not, therefore, that 

scientific theories are substitutes for religious theories, or vice versa. Rather, scientific and 
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religious theories are regarded as leaving room for (and even requiring) one another. It is no 

surprise, then, that proponents of this view characteristically focus on what have been called 

‘boundary questions’: religious questions that purportedly arise at the boundaries of science.
38
 

 The hope of those adopting this particular approach is that the claims of modern science 

and those of traditional religion can be rendered mutually coherent. Thus, the ambition of 

those endorsing this position is subtler than that of earlier thinkers who sought to demonstrate 

that religious doctrines directly support the findings of modern science, or vice versa. Their 

position is also in sharp contrast to the two positions we have reviewed above. Consider, for 

example, the religious doctrine that God created the universe and the scientific theory that the 

universe originated in a Big Bang. Those holding the antagonistic relationship view would 

regard the religious doctrine and the scientific theory as in deep conflict. In contrast, those 

holding the non-antagonistic incommensurability view might claim that the religious doctrine 

concerns the value and meaning of the universe, while the scientific theory explains the 

objective facts about it. According to the complementarity view, however, one might interpret 

the religious doctrine not as a theory of cosmogenesis but as a claim about the world’s 

ultimate dependence on God. God might then be envisaged as providing the conditions under 

which the Big Bang took place. In such a manner, the claims of scientists and those of 

religious believers might be rendered mutually coherent. As Ernan McMullin, an advocate of 

the complementarity view, puts it, the religious person 

 

 cannot separate his science from his theology as though they were in principle incapable of 

interrelation. On the other hand, he has learned to distrust the simpler pathways from one to the 

other. He has to aim at some sort of coherence of world-view, a coherence to which science and 

theology…must contribute. He may, indeed must, strive to make his theology and his cosmology 

consonant in the contributions they make to his world-view. But this consonance (as history 

shows) is a tentative relation, constantly under scrutiny, in constant slight shift.
39
 

 

 This type of position became increasing popular as the twentieth century approached its 

close. Indeed, its attractions are easy to identify. For it claims to offer the religious believer a 

worldview that harmoniously embraces both scientific and religious claims. The pressure of 

the need to choose one or the other is released, while the cognitive dissonance involved in the 

effort to keep both within rigidly defined limits is avoided. Furthermore, on the face of it, this 

position might not require any substantive change to certain religious views. However, as we 

shall see, this may only be an appearance—an appearance, moreover, which disguises a 
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serious problem inherent within this position. But, before we consider problems with the 

complementarity view, let us consider what has contributed to its success. 

 The complementarity view has received support from new conceptions of the nature of 

science that emerged in the second half of the twentieth century. Indeed, since the demise of 

logical positivism in the mid-century, conceptions of science have changed enormously. Few 

scientists or philosophers of science now endorse an unqualified version of a positivist 

conception of science. Some, notably Karl Popper, argue that understanding the world 

scientifically is a creative activity in which the imagination of the scientist plays a crucial role.
40
 

Others stress the role of paradigms, models and analogies within scientific thinking.
41
 The 

common factor behind each of these new ways of thinking about science is a re-evaluation of 

scientific language. Earlier positivist theories were committed to the possibility of pure 

‘observation statements’. These were supposed to report what was present to the senses without 

the aid of theory or interpretation. The goal was to base scientific theories on the indubitable 

foundation of such statements. As science advanced in the late-twentieth century, however, this 

goal began to appear increasingly elusive. The theories of quantum mechanics that were so 

prominent in late twentieth-century science, for example, strained the imagination in an effort to 

found them on indubitable observation statements which reported basic sensory experiences. It 

was difficult for many to avoid the conclusion that scientific theories were radically 

underdetermined by raw observations. Moreover, in an effort to describe the understanding of 

our world that emerged from increasingly sophisticated experiments, scientists were forced to 

resort to non-literal language. Indeed, all of the substantial scientific theories of the late-

twentieth century relied upon metaphor for their articulation. Scientific language, like religious 

language, came to be recognised as loaded with imagery and interpretation, rather than just 

comprising a literally true description of the ‘facts’ grounded in observation.
42
 By the end of the 

twentieth century, it had become common to emphasise how theory-laden are the data of 

science. Many theorists argued quite plausibly that what was regarded as scientific data 

depended to a large extent upon the theory that was assumed. In other words, they claimed that 

scientific theories determine what one will regard as salient, and hence what one will identify as 

a potential ‘fact’. 

 This new perspective on the relationship between theory and interpretation within science 

suggested further similarities between it and religion. John Polkinghorne, who is both a 

professionally-trained physicist and an Anglican priest, argues that religion, like science, has 

data that is shaped by theory.
43
 Religious doctrines, he claims, both determine what is to count 

as data and provide a framework for interpreting it, just as scientific theories do within their 
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domain. And what we can therefore learn from considering the similarities between science and 

religion, Polkinghorne avers, is that ‘each is corrigible, having to relate theory to experience, 

and each is essentially concerned with entities whose unpicturable reality is more subtle than 

that of naive objectivity’.
44
 

 Religious thinkers have, then, quickly apprised themselves of the new, more flexible views 

of science and scientific language that flourished in the late-twentieth century. Not everyone 

who is sympathetic to religion, however, has unreserved confidence in this approach. Ian 

Barbour, for example, while recognising the advantages of theories like Polkinghorne’s, 

expresses reservations: 

 

In the attempt to legitimate religion in an age of science, it is tempting to dwell on similarities and 

pass over differences. Although science is indeed a more theory-laden enterprise than the positivist 

had recognized, it is clearly more objective than religion…. The kinds of data from which religion 

draws are radically different from those in science, and the possibility of testing religious beliefs is 

more limited.
45
 

 

One danger, then, facing those who argue for an alliance of science and religion based on their 

supposed similarities is that they may overlook important differences between the two domains. 

 Moreover, those thinkers who emphasise the similarities are, perhaps, motivated by the hope 

that if science and religion can be shown to be similar in the relevant respects, then the 

challenges which scientific claims would seem to pose to religious claims need not be regarded 

as being as devastating as they would have to be if science were thought to be methodologically 

superior to religion. And if science and religion can be shown to be on a par, then religious 

believers would no longer be compelled—on pain of irrationality—simply to defer to scientific 

claims. Scientific claims would need to be made consistent with religious claims no less than 

the obverse. Nevertheless, most thinker who endorse some version of the complementarity view 

do not tend to draw attention to, what strikes many as, their devaluation of science. Rather, they 

primarily strive to show how the claims of science can be rendered consonant with the claims of 

religion. Some go even further, though, and employ scientific theories to provide new 

interpretations of traditional religious ideas. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin is one. 

 Chardin synthesises scientific theory and Christian religious belief with the specific aim of 

arriving at a comprehensive worldview.
46
 And his understanding of one of the major scientific 

theories of his day—the theory of evolution—led him to regard God as immanent in a world 

that, Chardin believes, should be conceived as incomplete—which constitutes a striking 
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departure from the traditional Christian conception of God. Another example of how 

Chardin’s religious ideas were altered as a result of his scientific views is his theory of the 

Omega point. Chardin thought that the theory of evolution was somehow parallel to the 

Christian belief that all things will be fulfilled in Christ. Thus, the culmination of the process 

of evolution, he believed, was identical with what in traditional Christianity was regarded as 

the ‘Cosmic Christ’, the ‘Omega’ or goal of creation. Needless to say, this view of Christ 

diverges quite dramatically from that held in traditional Christianity. But such modifications 

to traditional religious ideas were required, in his view, in order to ‘baptise’ evolutionary 

theory by explaining its place within a wider religious worldview. 

 Another Christian thinker exemplifying the complementarity view is Karl Rahner, who 

also employs the theory of evolution, but who does so in order to provide a novel 

interpretation of the Christian doctrine of the incarnation.
47
 Portraying the incarnation as 

simultaneously the climax of the evolutionary process and the climax of God’s self-

expression, he regards it as a continuation of the salvific process that was begun in creation. 

Many Christians object to this reformulation of the doctrine, however, because they believe 

that, in portraying Christ as emerging naturally from the evolutionary process and not as the 

result of an unique act of God, it underplays the element of discontinuity with the past that 

was central to the traditional account. Despite Rahner’s claim that his interpretation is faithful 

to the spirit of the original doctrine, the result is a startling example of the type of doctrinal 

modification that the complementarity view might demand. 

 Thus, perhaps the main problem with approaches such as Chardin’s and Rahner’s lies in 

the extent to which traditional religious ideas are transformed in the attempt to make them fit 

within a worldview that is primarily shaped by scientific theories. And religious believers 

might legitimately fear that if the scientific theories came to be superseded, then the religious 

beliefs that had been shaped by them would simultaneously be undermined. In short, the 

religious beliefs may come to appear as indefensible as the superseded scientific ones. To be 

fair, however, this is not a problem that uniquely afflicts thinkers who adopt the approach 

exemplified by Chardin and Rahner. It is merely a reformulation of a problem that has been 

addressed by many religious thinkers, Jewish, Christian and Muslim, throughout the centuries. 

The problem has arisen whenever a religious thinker has appropriated the concepts of any 

philosophy in order to articulate his or her religious beliefs. The classic example is the 

assimilation of Greek philosophy in the medieval period as a vehicle for expressing and 

clarifying the beliefs of the Abrahamic monotheisms. Given the difficulty of elucidating 

religious beliefs without the aid of any kind of philosophy whatsoever, the outcome of those 
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medieval debates was on the side of those who claimed to employ a philosophy (such as 

Aristotelianism) without allowing it to distort too profoundly the content of their religious 

beliefs. In the case of Chardin and Rahner, we can readily see that they attempt to elucidate their 

Christian beliefs by interpreting them with the aid of scientific theory. However, in so doing, 

they clearly go well beyond what many of their co-religionists would find acceptable, and are 

thus frequently accused of changing the substance of traditional Christian belief past 

recognition.
48
  

 Despite this problem, it does seem that the view that science and religion are 

complementary has at least one significant advantage over the other positions we have 

considered: namely, it aspires to provide a unified worldview that is sensitive to the claims of 

both science and religion. And, surely, such a worldview, if available, would be superior to 

one in which scientific and religious claims were held despite their obvious contradictions. 

Given this, it is no surprise that many religious thinkers have been attracted to the view that 

science and religion are complementary. However, it is difficult to see how regarding religion 

and science as complementary will not demand continual transformations in religious belief 

systems when their complement—scientific theories—is in a process of perpetual 

development.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, then, there are three basic ways in which the relationship between religion and 

modern science can plausibly be construed: as fundamentally antagonistic; as non-

antagonistically incommensurable; and as complementary. And while each construal offers 

benefits to the religious believer, none is without its costs. Nevertheless, it does seem that the 

third construal—complementarity—offers the best prospect for ongoing, creative religious 

thought. 
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