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THE MYTH OF SCIENCE VS FAITH 

Fr Max Polak 

 

What is the myth? 

The myth we are considering is the thesis that science has taken over from earlier 
stages of understanding reality, these being superstition, followed by religion. Some 
would even see philosophy, as traditionally understood, now to be the mere servant or 
interpreter of science. A more specific and aggressive form of the myth is the often 
repeated story of the Catholic Church as perennial opponent of science and progress.  
Finally, there are those who claim that one cannot be a believer, in the Christian sense, 
and a true and objective scientist. 

 

How is the myth ill-founded and a bad interpretation of certain facts? 

From an anthropological and historical point of view there is, at least within the 
period of recorded history in the West, an evident progression and clear emergence 
from superstition (in the sense of an irrational acceptance of supernatural powers on 
the part of the elements of nature) to a systematic and moralistic religious sense of life. 
This progression is, however, largely and closely tied to a particular social group, the 
Hebrews. Apart from the Jews there is the case of the Greeks among whom we find the 
earliest philosophers – philosophers of nature as well as social and moral philosophers, 
even philosophers who speculate about a supreme being. The same sort of 
transformation is more difficult to spot in the Eastern cultures, where fundamental 
views remained much more static. It cannot be shown, then, that the progression is a 
necessary one. 

Remarkable as the cultural development of the Greeks may have been, the case 
of the Jews stands out still more as an example of rapid progression in the direction of a 
coherent system of belief that was neither fatalistic, nor cyclic, nor superstitious. In the 
Jewish view, man was a creation, but so also was everything else - visible and even 
invisible. Everything was a creation subject to superior governance by laws, known or 
unknown, voluntarily followed or necessary. Everything except God – who was beyond 
everything. In the midst of all that was visible, man and woman were superior, subject 
only to God, who was just and merciful, all-knowing and provident. To man and woman 
there was entrusted the whole of creation. “Be fruitful and multiply and dominate the 
earth” (Gen 1, 28). This very positive understanding of the place of the human person in 
the greater scheme of things stood in tension with the outlook of surrounding cultures, 
and it arose quite suddenly within a people that were in many respects culturally 



CANISIUS PRESS - THE MYTH OF SCIENCE VS FAITH 

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 2 of 5 

disadvantaged with respect to their neighbours. The answer which we as Christians can 
legitimately defend for this happening is: divine revelation – the enlightening of those 
who wrote the books we know as the Bible or Sacred Scripture. 

The Church does not stand, and has not stood, as a rule, in opposition to 
scientific investigation. Even in the monastic tradition, there have been numerous 
examples of philosophical speculation, as well as scientific theorizing and enquiry. This 
grew largely out of the previously mentioned Judeo-Christian view of the world, the 
Benedictine ideal of ora et labora and the preservation and rediscovery of Greek 
writings, especially those of natural philosophy and mathematics. The modern era grew 
out of the Renaissance, which in turn depended on the remarkable re-civilizing of 
Europe during the Middle Ages. The Middle Ages was re-civilized by monks, clerics and 
Popes. 

In the words of the eminent Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga: "Modern 
science was conceived, and born, and flourished in the matrix of Christian theism. Only 
liberal doses of self-deception and double-think, I believe, will permit it to flourish in the 
context of Darwinian naturalism." ("Darwin, Mind and Meaning", November 17, 1997, p. 
8) 

Among those that have argued most convincingly for this positive influence of 
Judeo-Christianity on the development of modern science is the Hungarian Benedictine 
physicist, Stanley Jaki (e.g. The Relevance of Physics, University of Chicago Press, 1966; 
Science and Creation: From Eternal Cycles to an Oscillating Universe, Edinburgh, Scottish 
Academic Press, 1974; The Road of Science and the Ways to God, Univ. of Chicago Press, 
and Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1978) 

 

In modern and contemporary times many believing and committed Christians have 
also been great scientists and even pioneers: 

Blaise Pascal - mathematician and philosopher  

Johannes Kepler - astronomer 

Sir Isaac Newton - said by some to be the most influential scientist 

Robert Boyle - father of modern chemistry 

Michael Faraday - electro-magnetic theory, electro-chemistry 

James Clerk Maxwell - electro-magnetic theory (“I think that men of science as 
well as other men need to learn from Christ, and I think that Christians whose 
minds are scientific are bound to study science that this view of the glory of God 
may be as extensive as their being is capable of.") 

Daniel Bernoulli - fluid mechanics 
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Leonhard Euler - mathematics 

Gregor Mendel – genetics - Augustinian monk 

Louis Pasteur - micro-biologist ("The more I know, the more nearly is my faith 
that of the Breton peasant. Could I but know all I would have the faith of a Breton 
peasant's wife.") 

Lord (William Thomson) Kelvin - physicist 

Erwin Schrodinger - wave mechanics  

Arthur Stanley Eddington - astrophysics 

Georges Lemaitre - astrophysics (influence on Einstein) 

Jerome Lejeune - Geneticist - discover of genetic basis of Down Syndrome. 

Cause for canonization now opened. 

 

What about the case of Galileo? What about Darwin?  

Galileo himself was always a believer, like Copernicus, a cleric, who predated him 
and was really the principal proponent of the heliocentric view in late Middle Ages.  
Galileo held the admiration of a good number of high-ranking churchmen and even the 
Pope himself, who later judged against him and approved of his being put under house 
arrest. The problem partly arose because Galileo wrote sarcastically of those who did 
not agree with his conclusions. The fact is that he had not succeeded in completely 
proving the thesis, and the thesis was difficult to accept even for other men of science 
of the period. Because it contradicted an age old way of looking at things and seemed to 
go against some passages in the Bible, the thesis appeared to be heretical. In any event, 
the Church’s initial negative judgment may have been the most prudent action that 
could have been taken at the time, when people needed to adjust to something that 
went against appearances and could have unsettled their faith. 

As for Darwin and evolution, the problem here stems from the way the notion of 
creation is parodied in the media and even in the circles of many scientists. The notion 
of creation is not limited to the literal Biblical interpretations of so-called “creationists”.  
Much before Darwin, St. Augustine speculated about what he called “seminal forms”.  
His view was not the same as that of Darwinian evolution, but it did accept that higher 
forms of life are latent in lower ones, the exception being the human soul, created 
immediately by God. The Church has never ruled out a gradual unfolding in time of the 
different aspects of the material world (in fact Genesis would seem to imply this) nor 
has it ever defined an age for the world. Again, it was Augustine who gave us one of the 
most important insights into the nature of time. Time, he taught, was simply a feature of 
change. As God is without change, He is timeless or eternal. Time only effects us, who 
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are creatures of change. Most likely, we who are human and therefore self-aware, are 
the only ones who make a fuss about time. It is quite pointless to ask why did God take 
so long to create us. The whole of what we see, from within, as the natural history of 
the world, is simply the act of creation from God’s vantage point.  

The Church, on the other hand, has defined the origin of the world as being 
“creation ex nihilo” (creation from nothing). Modern science points in the same 
direction (without proving it). Also, monogenism, or the origin of all humans from a 
single couple, is taught as a matter of sure doctrine. Again, science appears increasingly 
on the side of this thesis. 

 

The essence of the issue 

Modern science is a special case of knowledge that does not have a monopoly on 
the truth. It is bounded, by its own principles, to certain aspects of reality alone. 

Explanation: It is often pointed out that empirical science, experimental and 
theoretical (or mathematical), is reductionist. That is, it attempts explanations based 
only on what can be measured. While this approach has proved to be extremely useful 
(giving us a manageable handle on the physical order of things), it is not particularly 
meaningful. It tells us how things go, but not why they go or even why they are there in 
the first place. Leibnitz (who simultaneously and independently of Descartes invented 
calculus) saw the fundamental question as being: Why is there something rather than 
nothing. He would have understood that this question cannot be answered by 
mathematics or physics. On the other hand, what gives things intrinsic unity? In 
particular, how can one explain human personhood (that I am a self-reflective, 
conceptualizing individual)? There clearly are other aspects of reality that cannot be 
mathematically or empirically dealt with.   

Philosophy has made some good attempts at adding to our understanding of the 
universe of things, and even of God. Catholic theology has since early times 
incorporated some of these speculative insights. The best advance, in the mind of the 
Church, came with St. Thomas synthesis of certain Platonic and Aristotelian principles 
with the revealed truths of Judeo-Christianity. Out of this synthesis, called Thomism, 
came a satisfying “philosophy of being”, that gives a rational basis to the knowledge of 
God’s existence, of the reality of individual, changing things, as well as to basic principles 
of morality (i.e. the natural law). 
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The scientific view of the world is, in some respects, converging with, or providing 
support for, the Judeo-Christian view and some traditional Catholic tenets. 

Examples: 

a) Non static, expanding universe – a beginning of time 

b) Human life distinguishable from the moment of conception – sanctity of life and 
notion of personhood.   

c) Elusiveness of describing human consciousness in material terms alone 

 

The remarkable thing:  

What is remarkable is that we are aware of ourselves as beings situated in a 
context that is congenial to our genius. We go about engaging with our surrounds 
through our senses and our sense of wonder, finding ourselves capable of discovering 
more and progressively gaining control over the objects of our enquiry. What is more, 
what we discover and learn, though often puzzling at first, reveals at last a new level of 
order and, as such a new hint of the Creator and of our own special place in the scheme 
of things. This is what has led some to defend the thesis of intelligent design and what 
gives a satisfying interpretation of what physicists and philosophers call “the anthropic 
principle” (i.e. the universe is physically fine-tuned for the existence of intelligent 
beings). The universe is for us an open book allowing us to not only look outwards 
toward a vastness that speaks of the infinity of God, but simultaneously backward in 
time to an apparent beginning of space and time – a sign of the ‘creatureliness’ of 
everything else, including ourselves. 


