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History of science and religion 
 

�  Conflict or harmony? 

�  Continuity or discontinuity? 

�  Cultural contexts 

�  Defining terms 

�  Danger of anachronism 

John Hedley Brooke 
“Serious scholarship in the 
history of science has revealed 
so extraordinarily rich and 
complex a relationship 
between science and religion 
in the past that general theses 
are difficult to sustain” 

(Science and Religion: Some Historical 
Perspectives) 

1. When did people start to study 
nature/  

�  The ancient world 

�  Greek philosophy and mathematics 

�  The Early Church  

�  Islamic science (9th – 14th Centuries) 

�  Middle Ages in Europe (13th - 15th Centuries) 

�  Scientific revolution (17th - 18th  Centuries) 

The ancient world 
1. When did people start to study 

nature/  

�  The ancient world 

�  Greek philosophy and mathematics 

�  The Early Church  

�  Islamic science (9th – 14th Centuries) 

�  Middle Ages in Europe (13th - 15th Centuries) 

�  Scientific revolution (17th - 18th  Centuries) 
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Greek philosophers 1. When did people start to study 
nature/  

�  The ancient world 

�  Greek philosophy and mathematics 

�  The Early Church  

�  Islamic science (9th – 14th Centuries) 

�  Middle Ages in Europe (13th - 15th Centuries) 

�  Scientific revolution (17th - 18th  Centuries) 

The early church 1. When did people start to study 
nature/  

�  The ancient world 

�  Greek philosophy and mathematics 

�  The Early Church  

�  Islamic science (9th – 14th Centuries) 

�  Middle Ages in Europe (13th - 15th Centuries) 

�  Scientific revolution (17th - 18th  Centuries) 

Islamic science 
1. When did people start to study 

nature/  

�  The ancient world 

�  Greek philosophy and mathematics 

�  The Early Church  

�  Islamic science (9th – 14th Centuries) 

�  Middle Ages in Europe (13th - 15th Centuries) 

�  Scientific revolution (17th - 18th  Centuries) 
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The Middle Ages William of Conches (11th 
century) 

“I take nothing away from God; all things that 
are in the world are made by God, except evil; 
but he made other things through the operation 
of nature, which is the instrument of divine 
operation.”  

(De philosophia mundi) 

1. When did people start to study 
nature/  

�  The ancient world 

�  Greek philosophy and mathematics 

�  The Early Church  

�  Islamic science (9th – 14th Centuries) 

�  Middle Ages in Europe (13th - 15th Centuries) 

�  Scientific revolution (17th - 18th  Centuries) 

Scientific Revolution 
�  Copernicus’ De revolutionibus orbium coelestium 

(1543) 

�  Galileo & Kepler 

�  Newton and universal laws 

�  Experimental method 

“My Design in this Book 
is not to explain the 
Properties of Light by 
Hypotheses, but to 
propose and prove them 
by Reason and 
Experiments.”  

 

Newton, Opticks (1704) 
Isaac Newton (1642 – 1727) 

2. Did science and religion 
separate after the scientific 

revolution? 
�  New theories of matter, causality and method 

�  Rise of mechanistic view of universe 

�  Breaking traditional links between nature and 
God 

�  Undermining authority of Bible 

� Church and Galileo in conflict 
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Against the separation view 

�  Mechanised universe did not exclude God’s activity: 
�  “for Bacon, as for Boyle and Newton after him, it 

was simply inconceivable that, from a chance 
distribution and collision of atoms, a world of such 
order could have been produced.”  

�  Primary and secondary (natural) causes 

�  Theological reasons for scientific enquiry 
�  Overcoming effects of the Fall 
�  Thinking God’s thoughts after him 

3. What motivated scientific 
enquiry? 

Johannes Kepler 
(1571-1630) 

“I wished to be a theologian; for 
a long time I was troubled, but 
now see how God is also 
praised through my work in 
astronomy.” 
Kepler, Gesammelte Werke XIII, 
40.   
 
 

Robert Boyle 
(1627-91) 

“Discovering to others the 
perfections of God displayed in the 
creatures is a more acceptable act 
of religion, than the burning of 
sacrifices or perfumes upon his 
altars.”   
“The rational contemplation of 
nature is ‘philosophical worship of 
God.’” 
Usefulness of Natural Philosophy, 
Works II, 62f. 

“For man by the fall fell at 
the same time from his state 
of innocency and from his 
dominion over creation. 
Both of these losses 
however can even in this life 
be in some part repaired; 
the former by religion and 
faith, the latter by arts and 
sciences. For creation was 
not by the curse made 
altogether and for ever a 
rebel ….” 

Novum Organum  II, §52.    

Francis Bacon 1561 - 1626   

“If the Maker has furnished this 
globe . . . with the most admirable 
proofs of his wisdom and power; if 
this splendid theatre would be 
adorned in vain without a spectator; 
and if man . . . is alone capable of 
considering the wonderful 
economy of the whole; it follows that 
man is made for the purpose of 
studying the Creator’s works” 

“For the Author of eternal salvation 
is also the Lord of Nature. He who 
has destined us for future joys has at 
present placed us in this world.” 

Reflections on the Study of Nature, 
1754  

Carl Linnaeus, 1707-1778 

“A change in the status of natural philosophy was 
certainly achieved [as a result of the scientific 
revolution], but by differentiation from, and 
reintegration with, religious belief rather than by 
complete severance”  

(Brooke, Science and Religion, p.58) 
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4. Are science and religion in 
conflict? 

 
a. the Galileo affair  

Galileo Galilei (1564 -1642) 
 

“While the study of nature in the 
West has a long ancestry, ‘science’ 
as we currently understand it is a 
category that took on its 
characteristic form during the 
nineteenth century.”  

“The notion that there can be a 
relationship between science 
and religion prior to the 
nineteenth century runs the risk 
of anachronism.” 

 

Peter Harrison 

b. Nineteenth Century Science 

�  Professionalism of science 

�  Scientific organisations and disciplines 

�  Science in support of theistic, deist and atheist 
views 

�  Biblical criticism 

 

Charles Darwin (1809 - 1882 ) 

 

 

 

 

Alfred Wallace (1823 - 1913) 

Theory of Evolution 

Response to Origin of 
Species 

�  Broadly supported even by clergy 

�  Conflict myth propagated by a few 

�  Thomas Huxley debate with Bishop of Oxford 

�  Draper and White 

�  Darwin’s religious views  

The conflict myth perpetuated 
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Thomas Henry Huxley 

“History records that 
whenever science and 
orthodoxy [in religion] 
have been fairly opposed, 
the latter has been forced 
to retire from the lists, 
bleeding and crushed if not 
annihilated; scotched, if not 
slain.” 
(Thomas Henry Huxley, Lay 
Sermons, Addresses and 
Reviews) 
 

Darwin’s supporters 

“…evolution may be as profoundly and 
as particularly theistic as it is 
increasingly probable. The taint of 
atheism, which in Dr Hodge’s view, 
leavens the whole lump, is not inherent in 
the original grain of Darwinism—in the 
principles posited—but has somehow 
been introduced in the subsequent 
treatment.”  

(Asa Gray, ‘What is Darwinism?’, 
Darwiniana, 1876. )  

“There are not, and cannot be, any Divine interpositions 
in nature, for God cannot interfere with himself. His 
creative activity is present everywhere. There is no 
division of labour between God and Nature or God and 
law … For the Christian theologian the facts of nature 
are the acts of God.” 

(Revd Dr Aubrey Moore, Oxford, 1889) 

“In the Victorian era, the metaphor of conflict had been 
promoted as part of the rhetoric by which the new 
generation of professional scientists sought to establish 
themselves as a source of authority in an industrialized 
society.”  

(Peter J. Bowler, Reconciling Science and Religion: The 
Debate in Early-Twentieth-Century Britain, p.14) 

Summary and conclusions 
�  Religion pervasive and intuitive 

�  Political and cultural factors 

�  Natural philosophy motivated by theology 

�  Professionalism of science 

�  Conflict myth created 

�  Differentiation and disassociation between science 
and Christianity 


