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Throughout the course of history, man has thought many things about the way the universe works. Even now in, in this period of great scientific advancement, there are many things in the universe about which humans know very little. For much of its past, mankind has looked to religious sources to explain its origins, natural phenomena, and the general functions of life, and of the cosmos. However, as time progressed, technological and philosophical advancement gave birth to science as a pursuit of its own. Thus, many of the questions that previously the Church had answered were now being answered through scientific research. This changing-of-the-guard as regards knowledge of the physical world has resulted in great conflict between the Church and the scientific community, and while the battles waged seldom come to blows, they cut deeply into many aspects of human life. Generally, though, Christendom has come to embrace the scientific advancements that conflict with the views she maintains. Generally, if the contemporary Christian worldview clashed with new discoveries in the realm of science, eventually Christianity ceded control of this disputed territory to her younger sister.

Though science and Christianity have always experienced various levels of give-and-take regarding their effect on one another, the environments of the two disciplines has changed over the past few centuries. Until the seventeenth century, religion had engulfed science. Natural philosophers asked why the universe acted in the way it did, not just how it acted. Only with the Scientific Revolution did science abandon hope for ultimate explanation. It became a means of description only.
 Because of this change came the adages, “science gets the age of rocks, and religion the rock of ages; science studies how the heavens go, religion how to go to heaven.”
 This change has brought about different forms of conflict between the scientific and religious communities, but similar issues existed in the Church long before.

The best means of portraying these changes is by example. The first major evidence of such concession is the early general acceptance of the Aristotelian cosmology despite its “clashing” with a literal interpretation of parts of the Hebrew Old Testament. Aristotle’s model of the universe posited various spheres surrounding the “terrestrial sphere,” each of these spheres being pushed along by an “prime mover,” all of whom were drawn to the “unmoved mover.” While little of this is inherently contrary to Christian theology, the place of the unmoved mover could pose a few problems. Aristotle did not equate the unmoved mover with God. Neither did Aristotle’s unmoved mover create the universe; rather, he merely kept it in motion. This contradicts the accounts of creation in the book of Genesis. However, since the entire known western world accepted the Aristotelian cosmology, the Church was forced to adapt. She simply rejected the eternity of the universe outright, but allowed that it was useful for describing the motions of the fixed stars and planets, and conceptually the crystalline spheres worked well with the biblical accounts of the heavens and the place of man, despite its truth or falsehood. On the other side of the issue, passages in the writings of the Old Testament prophets seem to suggest that the earth is flat. It had long been demonstrated both philosophically and empirically that this was not the case, and thus these offending passages were consistently interpreted metaphorically.

The quintessential account of science and religion conflicting has always been the disputes surrounding Galileo. The events are generally portrayed in a manner that makes them much more dramatic than they really were, and in such a manner that portrays Galileo as a beacon of scientific knowledge in the dark night of religious oppression. It seems an epic battle between Copernicanism and Urban VIII. While this is categorically untrue, it does belie some interesting ways in which the Church responded to Galileo’s astounding astronomical advancements. Even though Galileo was placed before the Inquisition, it was not for advocating astronomical ideas the contradicted Scripture. Indirectly because his ideas contradicted Scripture, however, he came into trouble with the Church, by proposing that the offending passages be interpreted differently, which was not his place as a layman.
 Generally, the Church was rather friendly towards the Copernican model, to a point. She allowed that the Copernican system proved a useful mathematical model for describing the apparent motion of the planets and fixed stars, but it could not be accepted as the true orientation of the planets; this place must be reserved for the depictions of the heavens found in Scripture. This was an approach to the sciences that allowed for continued scientific development while permitting the Church to maintain her integrity. Even entertaining the idea that the planets and stars did not revolve around the earth with uniform circular motions shows a great willingness to adapt old Platonic and Aristotelian cosmologies.

Another prominent example of adapting Christian worldviews came with the advent of Newtonian physics. Before the days of the so-called Scientific Revolution, the predominant worldview came from the medieval synthesis of biblical teaching, Church tradition and Aristotelian thought. Thus, the cosmology was precisely that: it combined views of the heavens, of earth, of religion, of politics and of man. The doctrine of correspondences held that since the entire universe was created with a specific design and purpose, relationships one found between the stars and planets related directly with relationships between humans and within individuals as well. This was the underlying basis for the widespread practice of astrology. God had ordained that individuals be born at the exact moment in which they were born, and the positions of the planets and stars at that moment were thereby somehow inherently linked to that person. Thus, as the positions of the planets changed, the corresponding aspects of that person’s personality, health, and situations in which he found himself changed accordingly. This was the prevailing, nay the only, perception of the workings of the cosmos in the late medieval and early modern periods. A nominal understanding and acceptance of astrology was nearly as central to Christianity as a belief in the Resurrection.

Even Newton himself practiced astrology. Later in his career he ceased to believe in its truth or efficacy, but continued to forecast horoscopes, stating that it “pays the bills.” The Newtonian notion of gravity, however, sounded the beginnings of the fall of the medieval synthesis. If the planets were not moving in perfectly circular aetherial spheres, it was possible that their motions were governed merely by such forces, and not necessarily by God. It was conceivable, then that the motion of the planets and stars did not correspond directly to actions on Earth, thus making astrology, at the very least, unreliable.
However, a rejection of correspondences did not spell the end of Christianity. While it ultimately may have brought the downfall of Christendom because of its implications for politics, the Church survived by adapting its doctrines. Newton had effectively demonstrated a system of planetary motion in a vacuum, which the conventional wisdom claimed nature abhorred. Though such a notion was displeasing to the mind of those steeped in the world of the medieval synthesis, it caused them merely to reevaluate how strictly they adhered to the thinking of Aristotle. After all, as a pagan, many of Aristotle’s doctrines had to be compromised that they might conform to Scripture and the other teaching and traditions of the Church. Might not his perception of the cosmos be flawed as well? The thinkers of the time therefore allowed that while there was undoubtedly order to the universe, to politics, to Church and to families, all of these orders need not reflect one another.

While such a shift may, to the modern Christian, seem trivial in some ways since it does not challenge doctrine or Scripture, it was in fact quite dramatic for its time.  As mentioned above, the notion of predetermined order throughout all aspects of the universe permeated the minds of people through the Middle Ages and the Early Modern period, from the intellectuals and elite down to the common peasant. Ultimately, the end of an Aristotelian-type universe meant the end of the cosmology of the entire western world.

Even though the doctrine of correspondences was eventually discarded because of various scientific advances, during the time of its acceptance, Christendom adapted it to coincide with what forms of science and technology was available. For instance, when describing the manner in which God acted upon the earth, the Early Moderns believed that His energies, in the form of “chance,” rained down upon the earth, much in the same way we describe cosmic radiation. With the earth at the center of the universe, this energy encountered the various heavenly bodies on its journey. Reflecting a great interest in optics of the period, the planets and constellations were described as acting as lenses and mirrors for these energies. In this manner the positions of the planets and stars at one’s birth determined much of one’s disposition and lot in life. Though these ideas may sound strange, they are a means by which Christians adapted their worldview to coincide with the science of the day.

What these examples throughout history demonstrate is the Church’s ability to deal with confrontations from the scientific world in a way that allows the two domains to again exist in harmony. Sometimes she incorporates the new scientific knowledge into her existing doctrines and worldview. Others she decides are outside of her realm of experience and knowledge. Sometimes the advances are accepted without much difficulty. Others require years of discussion before a means of consensus or acceptance can be found. Still, without fail, the Church has gone on, and so has the scientific community, and the differences have been resolved in some fashion or another; but that these problems arise is a problem in and of itself.

Stephen Jay Gould, popular author and renowned paleontologist, believes that the conflicts that arise between science and religion are due, on both sides of the front, to transgressions of the idea of what he calls “Non-Overlapping Magisteria,” that is, such supposed conflicts are only present because individuals or communities fail to recognize that science and religion are equally important areas of knowledge but address completely different issues that play major roles in the human experience. He faults both the Christian fundamentalist demanding evolution not be taught in schools and the biologist in the Darwinian tradition positing that Darwinian evolution proves that there is no God equally. Because of this, Gould believes that theologians and scientists alike should be able to engage in healthy dialogue whenever their magisteria’s boundaries touch one another. The fact that science and religion do not explicitly deal with the same questions about the nature of the cosmos does not mean that their disciplines do not often lie very close to one another, particularly when they both explain origins.

While Gould’s view makes sense in the abstract, and may very well be a correct notion of science and religion, the nature of Christianity poses some inherent problems regarding the doctrine of non-overlapping magisteria. Because of Christ, God is immanent as well as transcendent. In like fashion, both the Hebrew Scriptures and New Testament writings make Christianity a religion based in history in addition to theology. Christianity stakes a claim in the physical world, a place Gould thinks it has no business.

As shown, in the past the Church has dealt with “contrary” science with a kind of reluctant acquiescence. Such was the case with Galileo and with Newton. The Church found ways to adjust both matters of doctrine and matters of popular belief that Christianity and science might return to positions in which they were not at odds. Currently, the battle rages on the evolutionary front, particularly concerning Darwinism. Thus far, the Church has generally had three different responses to the issue: outright denial, reinterpretation of doctrines and Scripture, or quasi-synthesis.

Rejection of Darwinism is perhaps the most visible response that Christians have had. Generally, though not exclusively, fundamentalist protestants are those holding to this belief. To acknowledge an evolutionary origin of man is to deny man’s special creation by God. It places man on a biological equivalence with the rest of creation. We are no higher than apes, or even than bacteria, we are merely differently adapted. Not only does such an idea fly in the face of any kind of literal translation of Genesis, for many it seems to have bearing on the presence or absence of a human soul. The general thought seems to be that a lack of qualitative biological distinction between man and beast implies a lack of qualitative spiritual distinction as well. With such a response, these Christians see contemporary science, particularly biological science, as an outright threat to all that is holy. Such a threat must not be allowed, they hold, and so attempt to debunk the claims of the majority of the scientific community, or at least undermine those claims. They attempt to achieve this by taking legal measures to prevent Darwinian theory from being taught in schools, or by presenting “alternatives” to Darwinism, such as Intelligent Design, which was quite popular in the late 1990s.

But such a manner of approach hardly constitutes a shifting worldview. The other two reactions mentioned above—attempts at synthesis and scriptural and dogmatic reinterpretation—better portray the modern equivalents of their historical counterparts. Synthesis still violates Gould’s principle of non-overlapping magisteria, though it reflects the attitudes of many Christians wary of isolating themselves from the scientific community outright. They allow for the explanatory power that Darwinism possesses and attempt to portray evolution as the creative act described in Genesis. God directed evolution through six of his “days” to the ultimate arrival at mankind, the apple of his eye. Another means of synthesis is that God created in a manner and timeframe that coincides well with an evolutionary model.
 These and other related ideas comprise the synthetic approach to the issue, recognizing that science is claiming turf once held by Scripture, but hoping to find a way to commensurate the two. This approach shows a willingness to adapt ideas about the physical world that Scripture presents to the preeminent ideas of the scientific community, but still desires Scripture to maintain a foothold in those realms of knowledge. A more specific instance of these attempts at synthesis is the varied forms of creation science. Often these approaches interpret scripture semi-literally as a means of trying to find reconciliation. Take, for example, Bruce R. McConkie, who stated that the earth and universe were approximately 2.5 billion years old
, because “with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day.”
 From there he determined that from the time of the beginning of creation as recorded in Scripture to the present, one could estimate the earth to such an age as two and a half billion years.

The third approach, one that Gould praises and which Pope John Paul II condones, is to reinterpret Scripture as new scientific discoveries are made. This response to science that could be controversial regarding Christianity declares that the realms of science and the realms of the Church are two different entities, that scientific claims have no bearing on the status of one’s soul, nor does the Church have claim on biology, geology, astrophysics, or any other scientific discipline. This approach led the Roman Catholic Church to accept and recognize the Big Bang as the means of the origins of the universe as we know it, in accordance with the beliefs of the scientific community. Currently, this doctrine continues to be espoused regarding Darwinism as well. In a 1996 encyclical, John Paul II first confirmed what Pius XII had said regarding evolution, that it did not conflict with the teachings of the Church because it only dealt with the body and not the soul, but then added:

New knowledge has led to the recognition of the theory of evolution as more than a hypothesis. It is indeed remarkable that this theory has been progressively accepted by researchers, following a serious of discoveries in various fields of knowledge. The convergence, neither sought nor fabricated, of the results of work that was conducted independently is in itself a significant argument in favor of the theory.

Obviously the pope was not rejecting Darwinism, but embracing it as the veritable origins of mankind. If evolution holds, at least as far as current knowledge extends, as the truth of whence man comes, how then has Rome dealt with the contrary passages in Scripture? The answer is simple: interpret the passages in a different manner. Traditionally the Church has had four different means of interpretation of Scripture: literal, liturgical, allegorical and metaphorical. Many portions of the Scripture—prophecies, parables, and many of Christ’s lessons—have been interpreted exclusively metaphorically or liturgically or allegorically, with little contemplation of a literal meaning. For an obvious example, no Christian would claim that Christ is actually a lamb, or a tree. So also the Church has begun to interpret the cosmological portions of Scripture. The creation of the universe over the course of six days becomes merely an artful metaphor for God’s creative act. Adam and Eve are no longer the actual first man and first woman, but the archetype of what mankind is collectively. The Fall loses its significance as an actual eating of a fruit but becomes a model for how sin exists throughout the entire world in practical means. Some would argue that such liberality with what portions of Scripture one does and does not interpret literally could ultimately lead to questions of whether Christ himself actually existed, or similarly damning questions. While that may be, for the time being the motion has proved an effective and reasonable response to the problems posed by modern science.
These varied means of dealing with contradiction can be found throughout the Christian world; Rome and the Bible Belt are not the only places where science has an effect on the Christian worldview. Erich Robert Paul gives an in-depth look at the issue as the Mormons regard it in Science, Religion and Mormon Cosmology. He refers to what he calls “neoliteralism” in the Mormon Church, which is essentially the same approach to the issues of old-earth versus young-earth ideas that the fundamentalist protestants have taken in rejection of evolutionary models of species origin.
 While this mode of thinking is rather widespread throughout Mormonism, there are others to take an approach similar to the current Roman Catholic doctrine, stating that an old earth need not interfere with the teachings of the Mormon Church.
 It would seem that whatever degree of one’s orthodoxy or heresy, interpretation of Scripture is problematic regarding certain aspects of modern science. Paul summarizes this well, stating, “There is a much deeper issue present, however, than whether or not Mormonism can live peacefully with various scientific views. That issue deals fundamentally with hermeneutical principles…. Neoliteralist elements… have felt threatened by those who would interpret (Mormon) theology by adopting as legitimate a hermeneutic that gives some credence to modern historical and scientific scholarship.”
 Thus, interpretation would seem to be key to resolution of such conflicts, and the varied forms of interpretation allow for varied amounts of consensus between the magisterium of science and the magisterium of the Church.

Such issues are certainly far from resolve, still. It is difficult to know how or when the current conflicts between the Church and the scientific community regarding man’s origins will come to rest. However, it does seem safe to say that, as in the past, the Church will adapt in some fashion or another. It seems likely that she will follow in her usual course by reinterpreting contradictory passages of Scripture in more metaphorical and allegorical terms, but issues of creation, particularly the creation of mankind, can be touchy ones.
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