
Skeptical Inquirer, July-August 1999 v23 i4 p32(5)  
Science and the versus of religion: a conversation with my students. (Special Issue: 
Science and Religion: Conflict or Conciliation?) Barry A. Palevitz.  

Abstract: A college professor recalls the time he talked to his students about the place of 
religion in science. Despite the legal victories scored by evolution in the courts, 
creationists try to skirt the issue by employing rhetorical tricks to teach creationism in 
classrooms. Science does not exclude God but since it has no way of dealing with the 
concept of God, an analysis of the supernatural is not within the realm of scientific 
inquiry.  

Full Text: COPYRIGHT 1999 Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of 
the Paranormal  

The courts have ruled that creationism isn't science, so its proponents want to change 
science's standards to include the supernatural. Beware: they may have a receptive 
audience, even among college students.  

In the perpetual skirmish between science and religion, biological evolution is a 
contentious battleground. Despite a series of legal victories for science, which many 
thought or hoped were the final nails in the coffin of creationism, hostilities still flare. 
Maybe it's millennialism. Perhaps it reflects unease with modern science and technology. 
Vigorous anti-science rhetoric coming from the humanities in the guise of 
postmodernism (see Gross and Levitt 1994; Sokal and Bricmont 1998), some of it anti-
evolution in flavor, may be fueling the fire. Whatever the causes, attacks on evolution 
haven't ceased. Donald Aguillard, litigant in the landmark 1987 Edwards v. Aguillard 
Supreme Court decision on evolution, told the 1998 National Association of Biology 
Teachers convention in Reno that creationism is thriving in local school districts (see 
Aguillard 1999). Academia isn't immune either (Berlinski 1996) - here at the University 
of Georgia, a vocal minority of fundamentalist faculty proclaims the evils of evolution at 
every opportunity. In response to the controversy, America's premier scientific society 
recently published yet another forceful statement on the matter (National Academy of 
Sciences 1998).  

Because teaching creationism in the public schools is an unconstitutional infringement on 
the separation of church and state according to the Supreme Court, opponents of 
evolution no longer approach the issue head-on. One of their tactics is to lower the status 
of evolution by labeling it "only a theory," a rhetorical trick going back to the 1925 
Scopes trial (Larson 1998). Another ploy has been to resurrect the threadbare Argument 
from Design, which was effectively dismissed on philosophical grounds in the eighteenth 
century (Hume 1779). But, having lost the "what good is half an eye" battle to 
developmental biology, creationists have retreated to an equally bogus "intelligent design 
theory" (Bunk 1998) applied to biochemical pathways and cell structures, most notably in 
Darwin's Black Box (Behe 1996). Of course, for strategic reasons creationists avoid 
mentioning God as the designer.  
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After participating in and watching debates with creationists eager to argue about 
supposed gaps in the evidence for evolution and natural selection, I concluded that 
arguing about the data is pointless because creationists filter information through a 
predisposition that has nothing to do with science. It's a matter of what my friends in the 
humanities call "world view." Creationists will always see inconsistencies or unexplained 
phenomena in evolutionary biology that make supernatural intervention an unavoidable 
conclusion. Science is an easy target in that regard because everything it says is couched 
in probabilities - certainty isn't in our vocabulary. The public traditionally views science 
and medicine as authoritative, so uncertainty is easily misinterpreted and manipulated 
(Toumey 1996). According to increasingly popular mantra, that uncertainty, the fact that 
we still can't answer all the questions and explain everything about the natural world, by 
default leads to God (see Johnson 1998b).  

The debate, if there is to be one, should instead center on the basic philosophies of 
science and religion that make them fundamentally different pursuits. In a recent article 
in Discover, physical anthropologist Matt Cartmill (1998), while lamenting the attacks on 
evolution by the religious right and now by a new opponent, the academic left, also goes 
on to chide scientists for ruling God out of the evolutionary equation. To do so is a 
personal, not a scientific, statement, he says. I think Cartmill is mistaken. Creationists 
want to redefine science in the public eye in order to accommodate their religious views. 
Since creationism has failed to gain credibility as science according to commonly 
accepted norms, proponents want to change the rules by altering the public's perception 
of the nature of science. By calling the scientific concept of purposeless evolution "an 
article of faith," and by insisting that Stephen Jay Gould's ideas are "a profession of his 
religious beliefs," Cartmill's position plays right into their hands.  

An incident in my honors botany class helps focus the relationship between science and 
religion. A genetics faculty member delivered a lecture on God and genes. Because genes 
explain so much of what used to be God's turf, he argued, we should re-examine religion 
in that light (see Avise 1998). Knowing the lecture would be thought provoking, I asked 
my students to attend and write a brief essay voicing their opinions. Many students wrote 
that the speaker had wrongly excluded religion from the realm of science. I was so 
surprised that I spent the next class period revisiting the subject.  

Religion in Science  

As we sat outside on a pleasant afternoon, I fielded questions from the students about the 
place of religion in science. Some of the ground we covered was familiar to them, but a 
lot of it wasn't. I first floated the standard argument that science and religion see the 
world in very different ways and use contrasting methods and standards. Science offers 
material explanations based on objective observation and measurement; if it accepts the 
supernatural, troubling questions arise. For example, which of the world's many creation 
stories qualifies as the official alternative to evolution? In the US, the public would vote 
for Genesis, but do we prefer the literal interpretation espoused by the fundamentalists or 
one with a more allegorical spin? Another problem: If we add religion to the mix, why 
not astrology or other nonscientific viewpoints? My students weren't satisfied.  
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As we talked, I tried to get them to more fully understand the holy grail of data in science 
and the concept that understanding may arrive with the next observation or measurement. 
That's why we spend ceaseless hours and dollars pursuing new ways to sequence genes 
and view distant galaxies. That's also why supernatural explanations are unnecessary and 
counterproductive. If the answer isn't obvious because of insufficient data, we wait for 
the data to appear in the literature or do the necessary experiments ourselves. We don't 
punt in favor of the supernatural, as Behe did. History clearly shows that with enough 
time and data, the unexplained is demystified. No natural phenomenon, not one, has ever 
been shown to have a supernatural cause based on objective, material evidence. On the 
contrary, fear, superstition, and myth surrounding everything from lightning to disease 
have consistently fallen to rational inquiry. As for all the unanswered questions, that's 
what science is about! Old questions are answered (or old answers modified) as new ones 
arise. The ex-editor of Nature, John Maddox, put it well: "As in the past, deepened 
understanding will provoke questions we do not yet have the wit to ask" (Maddox 1998).  

Creationists have consistently made us defend evolution when in fact the burden of proof 
is on them. Evolution is the accepted scientific explanation for how life arrived on the 
scene, and it's supported by a mountain of data. If creationists believe their ideas are 
correct, it is they who have to make a convincing case. Because the name of the game is 
science, we should force them to play by science's rules and demand that they defend 
their position based on positive scientific evidence; supposedly unexplainable phenomena 
and attacks on evolution aren't enough. Behe's book attracted a lot of media attention (and 
sales) despite the absence of any positive evidence in favor of supernatural design. But 
then again, is that surprising? Ultimately, the supernatural cannot be tested by the 
material methods of science, and we should force creationists to admit it.  

One of my students asked if I "believe in" evolution. Instead, I pointed out a problem 
with his choice of words. Scientists do not believe in evolution; they believe it. That's not 
just a matter of semantics but a real distinction. To believe in evolution implies faith, like 
believing in fairies. Scientists believe evolution because overwhelming data support it, 
and they will do so until data say otherwise. Creationists like to argue that scientists 
accept evolution in the believe-in mode, i.e., as a matter of faith. Those who make that 
argument confuse and mislead. Darwin published his ideas on the basis of his own and 
previous observations. And while mechanisms are hotly debated, the data since then 
support evolution; it's not a matter of faith.  

Compromising Science  

My students were still troubled - thinking that there must be room for religion somewhere 
in science. Surely a little religion here and there wouldn't hurt. I tried to explain that 
there's no such thing as just a little religion in science. Open a crack in the evidentiary 
standards of science and somebody will drive a tank through it. Open it a little, and a 
flood of vested interests will line up for equal time.  

But surely you can compromise, Professor Palevitz? After all, isn't that fair? My response 
was to consider the problem that proposition raises: How should I compromise? Which 
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bit of scientific turf should I concede? Which scintilla of objective evidence should I 
ignore in favor of the subjective and untestable? After all, we're not talking about horse 
trading over Congressional appropriations where swapping a dam for an F-16 is the norm. 
No, this kind of compromise is much more difficult, comparable to the Sophie's choice 
dilemma of a parent forced to choose between children. It's an impossible choice for the 
parent, and equally impossible for the scientist.  

Some creationists are willing to admit that Earth is really as old as science shows. Some 
even concede that other species may have evolved, but God stepped in for Homo sapiens. 
Isn't that good middle ground, professor? The answer is no. If we accept supernatural 
intervention for humans, why not for other organisms? After all, there is no scientific 
justification for removing humanity from the rest of biology. If we accept a little of the 
subjective, why not go whole hog and admit that Earth may indeed be only 6,000 years 
old and fossils are a divine trick to test our faith, as some creationists hold? Creationism 
comes in various flavors, and there is no clear line separating the somewhat palatable 
from the just plain awful. The only choice is to stick to objective scientific evidence.  

The basic flaw in Cartmill's position in Discover is that science isn't free to yield the inch 
of ground he calls for. Science has no basis for acknowledging the possible influence of 
God in evolution, no matter how small or hypothetical. It's not that science excludes God 
so much as it has no way of dealing with the concept. Since it cannot be approached by 
scientific principles and methods, the supernatural is automatically off limits as an 
explanation of the natural world. It's not a factor in the equation; it's not in the same 
ballpark. All science can go on is material evidence, which says that the supernatural is 
not necessary for explaining biological diversity. We can acknowledge supernatural 
beliefs about life, but those beliefs are irrelevant scientifically.  

A bit more should be said about the word "fair" since it's often trotted out to convince 
people that creationism should be taught side by side with evolution. After all, what can 
be wrong with giving students both sides of the story - it's democratic; it's the American 
way. But it's not that simple. Again, there are many religious traditions, not one. Which 
do we anoint as the official version, or do we discuss all of them? At a more fundamental 
level, is science really about fairness and democracy? Hardly. True, science is a free 
marketplace of ideas and many people have a voice in that marketplace. Scientists debate 
alternative hypotheses, and often, in the absence of a clear winner, some form of 
agreement emerges as a basis for new experiments. But there the similarity to a New 
England town meeting ends, because an idea, consensus notwithstanding, lasts only as 
long as data support it. Fairness has nothing to do with it. Religion doesn't make the 
grade because it offers no data. It simply isn't science.  

The fairness argument is also hypocritical. Pre-college students study science perhaps one 
hour each school day, and only a tiny percentage of the time is devoted to evolution. In 
contrast, they spend about seventeen hours a day and all weekend outside of school, free 
to hear the "alternative." Yet creationists covet even the small amount of time in biology 
class, in the name of fairness.  
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To me, the differences between science and religion are stark, but many people miss the 
distinction. Perhaps we are not doing a good enough job explaining the nature of 
scientific inquiry and rational problem solving to our students. We teach facts and 
principles in our science classes, but apparently not enough about the philosophical 
underpinnings of the scientific process and the way scientists view the natural world. The 
little philosophy we do teach often is a stale version of the "scientific method" that only 
vaguely resembles the way things really happen. We confer on our graduate students the 
degree of Doctor of Philosophy, yet what kind of philosophical training do we provide? 
Many of them will become teachers or otherwise interpret science for the public, but can 
they explain how science works?  

A recent survey of Pennsylvania high school teachers (Osif 1997) showed that nearly 40 
percent agreed that creationism should be taught in the public schools, a figure consistent 
with data from other states (also see Aguillard 1999). Surprisingly, more than 20 percent 
of the Pennsylvania science teachers did not accept the principle that evolution is central 
to the study of biology. According to the survey's author, "this inability or refusal to 
judge information on its scientific validity is chilling." Opinions about evolution did not 
depend on the teachers' academic training. In other words, learning facts and concepts 
wasn't enough. Instead, Osif suggested that "study of the nature, rules, and philosophy of 
science may be one step in addressing this issue," a conclusion emphasized by the 
National Academy of Sciences in its 1998 report.  

Perhaps the most pernicious message of creationists is this: If only we deny it, evolution 
will go away. If enough people are convinced, nature will follow suit. The radical 
postmodernists have a similar fantasy: If their objections to biological determinism 
(essentialism) are loud enough, perhaps genetic influences on human behavior will 
disappear (Rosser 1986; Nelkin and Lindee 1995). This kind of message should send 
shivers down the spine of anybody interested in honest, objective inquiry. Science 
discovers the principles upon which the universe operates, it doesn't construct them, and 
it's not free to ignore them. Nobody, scientists included, has the ability to legislate how 
the natural world operates based on religious or political belief. One cannot simply insist 
that the emperor is wearing a fine set of clothes and expect it to be true. We cannot 
substitute how we would like the world to be for how it actually is.  

Differing Spheres  

Unfortunately, scientists themselves often fray the boundaries between science and 
religion, for example, by referring to "God particles" or the mind of God. In an effort to 
bridge the gap between science and religion, some claim that science supports scripture 
and can even summon proof of God's existence (Schroeder 1997; Begley 1998; Gibbs 
1998; Johnson 1998a). Others embrace the anthropic principle, a quasi-supernatural 
belief that the universe was created just so with us in mind (Glynn 1997). In an effort to 
seem evenhanded or fair when discussing evolution, some of my colleagues tell students 
that religion and science are equally worthwhile ways of pursuing knowledge and truth. 
Cartmill's call for compromise and humility by scientists is another side of the same coin. 
But is that approach really useful? I think not. We should more correctly point out that 
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religion and science are equally valid at what they do individually, but not in each other's 
sphere. Science is an excellent system for explaining the natural world, as history has 
amply shown, but it says nothing about morality. Conversely, religion may be a useful 
framework for moral guidance, but it is a poor system for systematically investigating the 
natural world. To maintain that Genesis (or other creation accounts) and science are 
equally valid in explaining how life arrived at its present state only muddies the waters. 
Different, yes; equal, no.  

As the sun waned that afternoon, a final misunderstanding surfaced. A student wanted to 
know why scientists are so spirituality bereft. Shocked, I responded by distinguishing 
between spirituality and religion. It is religion that has no place in science; spirituality is 
not only possible but even advantageous if it reinforces love of the natural world and 
motivation to find out how it works. I consider myself a very spiritual person: I am awed 
every time I snorkel on a coral reef, humbled by a crisp December night full of stars, 
forever amazed by a dividing cell, and inspired by human creativity. Like physicist 
Richard Feynman (see Sykes 1994), my appreciation of nature's beauty is magnified by 
knowledge of its mechanisms. I resent the implication that scientists have no spiritual 
dimension, and if the war being waged against science by segments of the religious and 
academic communities helps spread that myth, scientists have even more reason to resist 
it.  
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