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Since Copernicus, religion has struggled with science’s explanation of reality, whereas, science has had to struggle with religion’s explanation; this has resulted in an apparent conflict between the so-called ‘hard’ sciences and religious knowledge.  Between the 18th and mid 20th centuries, there were many who provided solutions to the conflict.  These solutions usually took one of two forms, either, religion and science had two competing understandings of the same problem (‘conflict’), or they were ‘independent’ because both of them addressed two independent types of knowledge; however plausible either argument may seem, both arguments have their strengths and weaknesses.
  We will examine each argument, in turn, discussing the core of the argument, the person, or persons, who utilized the argument, and finally, the strengths and weaknesses of the argument; through this methodology it will be clear which argument stands to be more productive to the science and religion debate.


The first argument we shall examine is, in Barbour’s terms, the ‘conflict’ argument.  Noticeably argued by most people today, this argument revolves around the fact that scientific and religious knowledge are attempting to address the same domain of knowledge, and therefore only one type of knowledge can be correct.  Most people understand and take up this argument because it seems to be true, until further examination.  An example is: the bible says God directly created Man and Womankind, while science contends that we evolved over millions of years, both cannot be correct, therefore, one must be superior to the other.
  Theology and biology attempt to answer the same question (in this example), and are therefore in the same domain of knowledge, which nobody can refute.  


The two primary groups that attest to this style of argument are the scientific materialists, and the biblical literalists.  Both have strikingly similar viewpoints, but on opposites sides of the ‘fence.’  The scientific materialist camp believes that religion serves no purpose, and contains no truth or knowledge; humankind gains knowledge only through the scientific method and experimentation – never through religious experience or revelation.  Most of this school of thought stemmed from David Hume and other empiricists in the 18th century.  Others who have attempted to justify this argument include Carl Sagan, who said, “The cosmos is all that is or ever was or ever will be.”
  This is a sad statement, especially for the person who wrote the book Contact, which gives us so much hope in humanity.  If what there is now is all there ever will be, what do we have to live for, why should anyone go on living?  Philosophers have already dealt with this argument of absurdism – since you cannot readily live with the philosophy of the absurd, then it is not a relevant philosophy.

Jacques Monod was a biologist and another scientific materialist, who reduced all human nature to biochemistry.  In fact, he even reduced consciousness to a biochemical process, as well as value judgments to subjectivism.
  Philosophers have already proven that value cannot be subjective, and even if consciousness were found to be a biochemical process, it still would not diminish the fact that we are conscious, everything else about us is biochemical – why not consciousness?  The fact is that it is not what causes consciousness that is an intriguing question, although that does list as one of the top five, but that we are conscious at all, and what the consciousness is capable of that is so spectacular.


Other scientific materialists have also supported the argument, such as sociobiologist Edward Wilson, and philosopher Daniel Dennett.  The argument, however, points out a valuable fact that scientific knowledge cannot be dismissed; but it also cannot be taken as the only source of knowledge.  It is a simple argument to see that when we are young, we know nothing of science, and yet through our experience we learn and gain knowledge, all without the scientific method in place.


The biblical literalists are the second group that attempts to justify the conflict argument to their advantage.  As seen in the previous example of the Genesis story, God cannot have created Man and Womankind while at the same time they evolved.  However, instead of attempting to argue that Man and Woman evolved, end-of-story, as the scientific materialists would have it, the biblical literalists would have us believe that God did create Man and Womankind and because it says so in the Bible, it is truth – and science is wrong.  Clearly, this group takes the other extreme to the position on the conflict argument, yet they are so very similar to the scientific materialists because they reject all knowledge other than that gained via Biblical literature.


Some known literalists include the older Catholic Church, some Lutherans, Calvinists, and Southern Baptists.
  However, this position is less common than the scientific materialist position.  The fact-of-the-matter is, that scientific evidence can refute almost all of the literalist claims; although we are NOT speaking as materialists, there are some evidentiary facts that cannot be dismissed which dispute the literalists claims, even against their counter-claims that science is wrong.  However, the entire position is not incorrect, because the literalists cause us to remember that religious faith and experience is a real part of humanity, and the materialists cannot ignore that – although they dismiss it.  Nevertheless, literalists do not acknowledge the importance reason and direct, natural, experience has on the human knowledge as well.


Both sides of the argument make the same mistake, they deny that knowledge can originate from any source but their own, materialists deny religious experiential knowledge, and literalists deny scientific knowledge.  However, the next argument attempts to claim that both scientific and religious knowledge are equally significant because both are restricted to their own domain, which presents it own unique problems and insights.


The ‘independence’ argument, as Barbour names it, is more of a modern epistemology.  The form of the argument is simple enough, science asks questions and gains knowledge about the natural world, religion does the same except with respect to the spiritual world – therefore, since neither incurs in the other’s domain, they cannot be in conflict, in fact both sources of knowledge are equally important.  Kant, Karl Barth, Existentialists, Gilkey, and the Linguistic Analysts, as well as many others champion this argument.  Barbour synthesizes Barth’s argument, “Science is based on human observation and reason, while theology is based on divine revelation.”
  The primary problem with this argument is that it is false.  Science based on human observation and reason leads us to the same questions that theology is attempting to address.  Therefore, just because science bases it fact on reason does not immediately exclude it from attempting to address questions of why the observations are the way they are.  If it can be successful in its attempt is another question.


The Linguistic Analysts take a different approach, they argue that religious language and scientific language cannot be reduced to each other, and therefore do not have any relationship (contextually) to one another in our knowledge.  The limitation with this argument, as well as the previous argument of Barth is that they both exclude common human experience.  The fact that we can synthesize theology and science even to this point shows that we do connect them, and that our reason and observations, as well as our religions experience inform our knowledge.  Nevertheless, the independence argument becomes very important because it gives us a reason to place value on both scientific knowledge as well as religious knowledge.


It is for the reasons outlined above that the independence argument plays an important role in beginning our debate over the relationship of religion and science in the modern landscape.  Even so, the conflict argument gives us a clear understanding that religion and science are somehow overlapping.  Therefore, since independence allows us to value both, while conflict tells us that they overlap, we must then discuss how we can value both religion and science’s input on questions that they both address.  It is in this way that religion must inform science, and science must inform religion, because if it were not so, then valuable knowledge may be lost.
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