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Science vs. Religion: 
Can This Marriage Be Saved? 

David H Bailey 
This talk is available at:  
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Science and religion in the 21st century 

Science plays a major role in modern society.  In the past 50 years, it has: 
·  Unlocked the code of life and read the DNA of many organisms. 
·  Traced the history of the known universe. 
·  Discovered a set of mathematical laws that explain physical phenomena with 

remarkable precision. 
·  Laid the foundation for astounding advances in technology, benefiting all the world. 
Any movement that dismisses science will be rejected by much of modern society. 
 
Religion plays a similarly important role in the lives of people worldwide. 
·  92% of Americans (including 21% of atheists and 55% of agnostics!) affirm some 

belief in God.  
·  39% of Americans (including 37% of atheists and 48% of agnostics!) say that they 

experience a “deep sense of wonder about the universe” on at least a weekly basis. 
·  Religion has been an indispensible governor of moral conduct in all ages. 
Any movement that dismisses religion will be rejected by much of modern society. 
“Peace and brotherhood can be achieved when the two most potent forces in 
civilization – religion and science – join to create one world in its truest and greatest 
sense.”  [Hugh B. Brown, LDS First Presidency, 1988] 
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The “war” between science and religion 

Sadly, today we see two groups, loosely representing “science” and “religion,” 
pitched in an increasingly nasty conflict. 
 
Camp A:   
·  Led mostly by certain atheistic scholars and scientists. 
·  Presents a stereotypical, negative view of modern religion.   
·  (However, many prominent scientists reject the rhetoric of Camp A). 
Camp B:   
·  Led mostly by certain religious fundamentalists (not LDS, for most part).  
·  Presents a stereotypical, negative view of modern science.   
·  (However, many prominent religious leaders reject the rhetoric of Camp B). 
 
Many youth are confused:  Must they choose one extreme or the other?  Is 
there no reasonable middle ground?  Can this marriage be saved? 
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The “war” between science and religion: 
Camp A 

·  Holds that religion is fundamentally irreconcilable with modern science. 
·  Rejects much of modern religion as irrational. 
·  Insists that science is the only route to truth, and that all religious precepts, 

including the existence of God, must be tested scientifically and rejected if 
found wanting. 

·  Highlights the history of religious wars through the ages as evidence that 
religion is fundamentally harmful. 

·  Blames religion for many of society’s ills: 
§  [Religion is] “violent, irrational, intolerant, allied to racism, tribalism, and bigotry, 

invested in ignorance and hostile to free inquiry, contemptuous of women and 
coercive toward children.” [Hitchens, 2007]  (Did he forget anything?) 

·  Often insists that this is an all-or-nothing matter: 
§  “Science could not be more different [than religion].” [Gee, 2013] 
§  “You much check your brains at the [church-house door].” [Provine, 1988] 
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Criticisms of Camp A literature 

·  Often blustery in tone. 
·  No new data or insights. 
·  Highlights dogmatic religious believers, then assumes all are the same. 
·  Ignores or dismisses the many positive social values of religion. 

§  “There is no significant example in history, before our time, of a society 
successfully maintaining moral life without the aid of religion.” [Durant, 1968] 

·  Presents deeply flawed “proofs” that a supreme Being cannot exist. 
§  Science, by its very definition, cannot comment one way or the other on the 

existence or nature of a supreme Being. 
·  If religion is rejected because it is outside the realm of empirical science, 

then art, literature, music, philosophy, ethics, etc. must be rejected also. 
·  Ignores the fact that most wars worldwide have been fought primarily on 

political grounds, not on truly religious grounds. 
·  Not published in recognized, peer-reviewed academic journals. 

§  If these writers think they have valid arguments, they should submit to journals. 
“Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.”  [Carl Sagan, 1998] 
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Commentary on Camp A literature by 
respected secular scholars and scientists 

·  “Despite my admiration for much of Dawkins’s work, I’m afraid that I’m 
among those scientists who must part company with him here. Indeed, 
The God Delusion seems to me badly flawed. … [H]is book makes a far 
from convincing case.”  [H. Allen Orr, 2007]. 

·  “[T]he new atheists believe that they alone are in possession of truth; like 
Christian fundamentalists, they read scripture in an entirely literal manner 
and seem never to have heard of the long tradition of allegoric or 
Talmudic interpretation.”  [Karen Armstrong, 2009] 

·  “The new atheists are saying in effect that if God exists at all, we should 
allow this God’s identity to be determined once and for all by the 
fundamentalists of the Abrahamic religious traditions.”  [John Haught, 
2008] 

·  “I am afraid that The God Delusion is a deeply flawed book that does not 
approach Dawkins’ usual standards, and suspect that he got carried away 
by the sheer enjoyment of writing it.”  [E. Brian Davies, 2010] 
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The “war” between science and religion: 
Camp B 

·  Holds that science is fundamentally irreconcilable with religion. 
·  Rooted in biblical inerrancy, well beyond the LDS view of the Bible: 

§  The Bible is an infallible and complete repository of God’s word. 
§  The Bible should be read as a scientific treatise as well as religious text. 
§  The Earth and the entire universe were created in six days 6000 years ago. 

·  Holds that major portions of modern science are technically as well as 
theologically in error. 

·  Attempts to identify phenomena that cannot be explained by science. 
·  Suggests God created world with an “appearance of age” as test of faith. 
·  Blames science for many of society’s ills: 

§  “[R]acism, fascism, Marxism, imperialism, ... Freudianism, promiscuity, abortion, 
homosexuality [and] drug use.”  [Morris, 1997] (Did he forget anything?)  

·  Often insists that this is an all-or-nothing matter: 
§  “This is an all or nothing proposition – there is no middle ground to stand 

on.” [Truck, 2010] 
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Criticisms of Camp B literature 

·  Often blustery in tone. 
·  No new data or insights. 
·  Highlights outspoken atheistic scientists, then assumes all are the same. 
·  Ignores or dismisses the many benefits of scientific progress. 
·  Presents deeply flawed technical criticisms of geology and evolution: 

§  Claims that the Earth is only 6000 years old, etc., have no merit. 
§  Claims that “scientists can’t explain X” are usually out of date. 
§  Arguments based on probability calculations are generally fallacious. 

·  Attempting to “prove” God by citing evidence that cannot be explained by 
present-day science leads to problematic “God of the gaps” theology. 

·  Suggesting that God created the world with an “appearance of age,” as a test 
of faith, leads to problematic “God the Great Deceiver” theology. 

·  Not published in recognized, peer-reviewed academic journals. 
§  If these writers think they have valid arguments, they should submit to journals. 

“Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.”  [Carl Sagan, 1998] 
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“Appearance of age” theory taught by 
some Camp B writers 

Some Camp B writers have suggested that God created the 
Earth and the universe a few thousand years ago with an 
“appearance of age,” including ancient-looking rocks and 
photons in transit from distant stars and galaxies, perhaps as 
a test of faith. 
 
Implications for geology: 
·  Each of the 1030 specks of rock 0.1 mm in size within two miles of 

the Earth’s surface was individually constructed with radioactive 
isotopes typical of multi-million-year-old material.  Fossils aren’t 
from real ancient creatures. 

Implications for astronomy: 
·  Each of the 1023 photons of light from distant galaxies reaching 

the Earth each second was individually constructed in transit to 
the Earth, with characteristics of light millions of light-years away.  
Supernova explosions didn’t really happen. 

 
“God the Great Deceiver” theology? 
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Commentary on Camp B literature from 
respected religious figures 

·  “On the other hand, to limit and insist upon the whole of life and death 
to this side of Adam’s advent to the earth, some six or eight thousand 
years ago, as proposed by some, is to fly in the face of the facts so 
indisputably brought to light by the researcher of science in modern 
times.”  [Brigham H. Roberts (LDS general authority), 1931] 

·  “The opening chapters of Genesis, and scriptures related thereto, were 
never intended as a textbook of geology, archaeology, earth-science 
or man-science. … We do not show reverence for the scriptures when 
we misapply them through faulty interpretation.”  [James E. Talmage 
(LDS general authority), 1931] 

·  The Bible itself speaks to us of the origin of the universe and its make-
up, not in order to provide us with a scientific treatise, but in order to 
state the correct relationships of man with God and with the universe.  
[Pope John Paul II, 1986] 

·  “The image of God as a cosmic trickster seems to be the ultimate 
admission of defeat for the [Camp B] perspective. Would God as the 
great deceiver be an entity one would want to worship? Is this 
consistent with everything else we know about God from the Bible, … 
namely, that he is loving, logical and consistent?”  [Francis Collins, 
(Director of NIH and evangelical Christian), 2006]. 
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Peer review criteria for manuscripts 
submitted to academic/scientific journals 

·  Relevance to the journal’s charter. 
·  Clarity of exposition. 
·  Objectivity – bluster, hyperbole or prejudice are grounds for quick rejection. 
·  Acknowledgement of prior work: 

§  Must demonstrate full familiarity with existing literature in the field. 
§  Sweeping dismissals of others’ work without justification is not acceptable. 

·  Freedom from plagiarism (a serious breach of ethics). 
·  Theoretical background – what exactly is the hypothesis being analyzed? 
·  Experimental procedures and statistical methods. 
·  Sound conclusions – have the authors adequately justified their claimed 

results? 
·  Originality – even if all the above are satisfactory, is it worth publication? 

Neither Camp A nor Camp B literature would pass peer review! 
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Royal roads 

Those who attempt sweeping critiques of either religion or science are 
typically unqualified, and their arguments are almost always flawed. 
 
According to an ancient account, when Pharaoh Ptolemy I of Egypt grew 
frustrated at the degree of effort required to master geometry, he asked 
Euclid whether there was some easier path. Euclid is said to have replied:  
·  “There is no royal road to geometry.” 
 
There is no “royal road” to either science or religion, and flawed literature 
does not advance a cause: 
1 Cor. 14:8  For if the trumpet give an uncertain sound, who shall prepare 
himself to the battle? 
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Science vs. religion: 
Can this marriage be saved? 

Yes! 
 
Latter-day Saints (and many other seekers of truth) believe all truth 
ultimately may be attained.  But in the meantime, both camps need to 
recognize their limitations and respect the other domain: 
·  Modern science is a powerful tool to explore the physical laws and 

processes that govern the universe. 
§  Yet it can say next to nothing about the existence of God, morality, salvation, 

ethics or the ultimate meaning of life, nor were its methods ever designed to 
probe such fundamental questions. 

·  Similarly, religion through the ages has addressed morality, salvation, the 
purposes of existence, and is a powerful force for mutual understanding 
and charity worldwide.  
§  But scriptures alone provide no clues as to the mass of the electron, the 

equations of general relativity, or the cause of the Permian extinction, nor 
were they ever intended to be read in such a technical sense.   
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“Render unto Caesar…” 

According to the Gospel of Matthew, when Jesus was asked whether Jews 
should pay taxes to Rome, he replied: 
·  “Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s; and unto 

God the things that are God’s.” [Matt. 22:21] 
 
Similar advice could be offered here:  
·  “Render unto science the things which are scientific; and unto religion the 

things that are religious.” 
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What science and religion (the LDS 
religion in particular) have in common 

·  An eternal quest for truth: 
§  Never say “We have received, and we need no more!” [2 Ne. 28:27]. 
§  “The glory of God is intelligence, or, in other words, light and truth [D&C 

93:36]. 
·  The “idea of progress”: 

§  Conservative scholar Robert Nisbet defined the “idea of progress” as the 
notion that “mankind has advanced in the past, is now advancing, and may 
be expected to continue advancing in the future.”  [Nisbet, 1980] 

§  This is almost a word-for-word restatement of the LDS Ninth Article of Faith. 
·  A reverence for the elegant laws that govern the universe. 

§  A scientific colleague of mine, who hasn’t participated in conventional religion 
in many years, confessed that with respect to the magnificence of the 
universe and the elegance of natural laws, he is a “devoted worshipper.” 
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The LDS perspective on natural law 

·  “Yet I will say with regard to miracles, there is no such thing save to the 
ignorant.”  [Brigham Young, 1869] 

·  “Among the popular errors of modern times, an opinion prevails that miracles are 
events which transpire contrary to the laws of nature, that they are effects without a 
cause. [Parley P. Pratt, 1891] 

·  “Miracles are commonly regarded as occurrences in opposition to the laws of 
nature. Such a conception is plainly erroneous, for the laws of nature are 
inviolable.”  [James E. Talmage, 1899] 

·  “Latter-day Saints are inclined to hold that forces about us, known in part through 
common human experience, especially in the field of physical science, were 
employed in the formation of the earth.” [John A. Widtsoe, 1960]. 

 
Given that God works via natural law, and there are no “miracles” that 
fundamentally contravene natural law, why does there need to be a “war” 
between science and religion? 
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Other LDS leaders on modern science 

·  “True science is a discovery of the secret, immutable and eternal 
laws, by which the universe is governed.”  [John Taylor, 1842] 

·  “Every discovery in science and art, that is really true and useful to 
mankind, has been given by direct revelation from God, though but 
few acknowledge it.”  [Brigham Young, 1862]. 

·  “[O]ur religion will not clash with or contradict the facts of science in 
any particular.”  [Brigham Young, 1871]. 

·  “The opening chapters of Genesis, and scriptures related thereto, 
were never intended as a textbook of geology, archaeology, earth-
science or man-science. … We do not show reverence for the 
scriptures when we misapply them through faulty 
interpretation.”  [James E. Talmage, 1931] 

·  “Truth is truth forever. Scientific truth cannot be theological lie. To 
the sane mind, theology and philosophy must harmonize. They have 
the common ground of truth on which to meet.”  [John A. Widtsoe, 
1964]. 
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Other LDS leaders on modern science 

·  “Religion and science have sometimes been in apparent conflict. Yet 
the conflict should only be apparent, not real for science should seek 
truth, and true religion is truth. ... The gospel accepts and embraces all 
truth; science is slowly expanding her arms and reaching into the 
invisible domain in search of truth. The two are meeting. ... Time is on 
the side of truth – for truth is eternal.”  [Ezra Taft Benson, 1966]. 

·  “Peace and brotherhood can be achieved when the two most potent 
forces in civilization – religion and science – join to create one world in 
its truest and greatest sense.”  [Hugh B. Brown, 1988] 

·  “But in a larger sense [the 20th century] has been the best of all 
centuries. … The life expectancy of man has been extended by more 
than 25 years. Think of it. It is a miracle. The fruits of science have 
been manifest everywhere. … This has been an age of enlightenment. 
The miracles of modern medicine, of travel, of communication are 
almost beyond belief.”  [Gordon B. Hinckley, 1999] 

 
Some LDS leaders have made negative comments on science from time to 
time, but by any objective measure, positive comments greatly outnumber 
the negative. 
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LDS First Presidency on evolution 

“Upon the fundamental doctrines of the Church we are all agreed. Our 
mission is to bear the message of the restored gospel to the world. Leave 
geology, biology, archaeology, and anthropology, no one of which has to do 
with the salvation of the souls of mankind, to scientific research, while we 
magnify our calling in the realm of the Church.”   
·  [From 1931 letter by First Presidency; now part of the official BYU 

information packet “The Origin of Man and Evolution,” approved by BYU 
Board of Trustees and LDS First Presidency, 1992] 

 
 
This is wise counsel, because “The religion that is married to science today 
will be a widow tomorrow.” [Holmes Rolston, 2006] 
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Summary 

·  A “war” is being fought between groups loosely representing science and 
religion, although many scientists and religious figures see no need. 

·  The literature of both camps is of rather poor quality – if submitted to a 
journal in the respective field, it would not pass peer review. 

·  Yet science and religion (especially LDS) have much in common: 
§  An eternal quest for truth, never saying “We have enough.” 
§  The “idea of progress,” that mankind has progressed and will progress. 
§  A reverence for the elegant laws that govern the universe. 

·  From an LDS perspective, the war is largely unnecessary: 
§  LDS leaders have traditionally taught that there is no such thing as a “miracle” 

that fundamentally contravenes natural law, thus completely removing the 
need for a war between science and religion. 

§  LDS discourse has been generally quite positive to scientific progress. 
 
Moreover, both science and religion can stand in awe at the majesty of the 
universe, which is now known to be much vaster, more intricate and more 
magnificent than ever before realized in human history. 
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Thanks! 

This talk is available at: http://www.sciencemeetsreligion.com/lds/dhb-scirel-marriage.pdf 


