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How Is Science Related to the
Judeo-Christian Tradition?

Lloyd Geering

These are excerpts from the paper which Lloyd Geering delivered at the
Conference and which was a itself shortened version of one which he had
delivered as the 2004 Hudson Lecture to the Wellington Branch of the

Royal Society. The subheadings and illustrations were offered by the editor.

Tension

The traditional Christian world-view, long
shaped by the influence of Plato and
Augustine, came under serious threat as
Aristotle’s philosophy of the natural world
set the newly established universities of
Europe in a turmoil. From then onwards it
was going to be impossible for theologians
to ignore the natural world.

Synthesis

It fell to Albertus, followed by Thomas
Aquinas, to resolve the tension; this they
did by synthesizing the traditional Christian
doctrines with Aristotle’s philosophy of the
natural world. | suspect that they were
responsible for inventing the mediaeval
Latin term supernaturalis. Aquinas
distinguished between natural truth and
supernatural truth. Natural truth is the
truth about the natural world, arrived at by
observation and reasoned speculation.
Supernatural truth, however, is beyond
human discovery and can be received only
by divine revelation.

Perhaps the last person to attempt to
expound all knowledge
as a unity was Thomas
Aquinas, when he set
out ... to reconcile
Aristotle’s philosophy
of nature with what
was assumed to be the
truth received by
divine revelation. This
he did in his renowned
Summa Theologica,
which he did not live to finish.

‘Aauina i

Division
Let us observe what happened when his
attempted synthesis broke down under the
influence of nominalism. In direct
opposition to the realists, the nominalists
contended that the only things that really

exist are the particular things that
exemplify the universals. The universals,
they said, are simply concepts or names
(nomina), which have been invented by the
human mind after reflecting on the
particular objects observed. Nominalism
opened the way for the rise of empirical
science and the explosion of academic
disciplines in modern times [which] fall into
two main groups: the physical sciences
study the natural world, while the social
sciences and the arts study humanity and
culture. These two groups, in effect, have
now replaced the theology faculty that
sufficed in the twelfth century, when
simple monotheism was universally
accepted. What is more, by the middle of
the twentieth century there was such an
evident rift between these two groups that
the scientist and novelist C. P. Snow wrote
some widely read novels deploring what he
judged to be the bifurcation of society into
‘two cultures’ that no longer understood
each other. It was this rift that came to
expression in the so-called war between
religion and science, referred to at the
beginning.

Reconciliation/Co-existence

By the end of the century the rift was
being partially healed by a growing mutual
respect among scholars of different fields.
It is noticeable that monotheism has left its
traces among some scientists. Even though
they may regard themselves as atheists
and agnostics, they unexpectedly call upon
the term God. ‘God does not play at dice’,
said Einstein. The physicist Paul Davies has
entitled two of his books God and the New
Physics and The Mind of God. It is also
reflected in the search by theoretical
scientists’ such as Stephen Hawking, for
what they call the ‘Theory of Everything’;
by this they expect to unify the four basic
physical forces they have now isolated.
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