
Reformed Theology is a 
Resource in Conflicts 
between Psychology andl 
Religious Faith 

Arthur C. Houts, Ph.D. 

Introduction 

In the broad Western cultural context of conflicts between sci
ence and religion, psychology has a twofold reason to have an infe
riority complex. On the one hand, the mental health field continues 
to feature debates about what constitutes science and what should 
be banished as "pseudoscience" (Lilienfeld, Lynn, & Lohr, 2003). 
One does not have to be a psychoanalyst to suspect that there is 
something larger afoot with all this wrangling over fundamentals 
and with the one-upmanship game to claim legitimacy under the 
flag of science. Physicists and chemists rarely have such argu
ments at such a basic level of science versus non science. On the 
other hand, mental health practitioners have reason to wonder if 



they are in fact winning the competitive struggle with religion that 
marked the beginnings of psychotherapy. In "The Question on Lay 
Analysis," Freud defended the view (and also his psychologist col
league, Theodor Reik) that medical training was not required for 
competence in psychoanalysis. He also noted that the psychoana
lyst was less like a medical doctor and more like a secular pastoral 
worker (Seelsorger) (Freud, (1927/1959)). The vision of the mental 
health professional as a secular priest who cures the soul with 
ence rather than religion remains alive within certain enclaves 
(Woolfolk, 1998), but at least within the broader U.S. culture, it 
would appear that enthusiasm for religious life is once again mak
ing a corne back. If it can be said that there is a war between psy
chology and religion, the roots of the conflict are most likely in a 
larger conflict between a certain scientific world view and a theo
logical outlook associated with various Christian fundamentalisms. 

The conflict between scientific world views and Christian funda
mentalisms is especially heated because both sides hold steadfastly 
to their own brand of superiority and rigidity. Proponents of sci
ence from the psychology side are typically dismissive of religious 
ideas and display the grossest possible ignorance of intellectually 
respectable theological thought and literature (Vitz, 1977). Propo
nents of fundamentalism from the religious side are often suspi
cious that psychologists are promoting an atheist agenda-as they 
often are (Ellis, 1980)-and fundamentalists show little apprecia
tion for methods of scientific evaluation. For somewhat different 
reasons, scientism and fundamentalism are equally objectionable. 
In this chapter, I argue that theological thinking and literature 
from within the Reformed Protestant (RP) tradition offer impor
tant intellectual resources for critiquing both scientism and funda
mentalism. 

In over 25 years of training doctoral students in clinical psychol
ogy, I have been surprised at how intellectually empty the training 
models have been when it comes to interchange between Christian 
faith and the science of psychology. In my limited experience (at 
the University of Memphis), most students carne to graduate 
school with a youthful and enthusiastic rejection of religious tradi
tions, and found support from fellow students and from faculty. 
Being located at "the buckle of the Bible belt," we also had a minor
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ity of students who came to graduate school with very strong fam
ily ties to Christian fundamentalism of one sort or another. These 
latter students often had great difficulty reconciling their religious 
upbringing with what they were learning about science and human 
behavior. Some "converted" to atheism and joined the mainstream 
of academic psychology. Others managed the intellectual contradic
tions by various forms of intellectual segregation and compartmen
talization. I am writing this chapter for both groups of students, in 
the hopes that they and future students entering the field can get a 
glimpse of yet another way to grapple with the conflicts and con
tradictory notions that our current cultural climate readily offers 
up as a Hobson's choice between two intellectually bankrupt out
looks. Our so called Culture War should be renamed because both 
sides sorely lack culture altogether. 

This chapter is comprised of five parts. First, I place the conflict 
between science and theology within a broader historical frame of 
reference by locating the conflict within the larger antinomy of 
Western culture, the opposition and difference between Athens and 
Jerusalem. This is the enduring tension between the rationalist 
Western philosophical tradition of and Rome as expressed 
in the founding philosophical cannon of the West, in contrast to the 
historical and experiential Hebrew and Christian tradition ex
pressed in the mainstream Protestant Bible (Anderson, Metzger, & 
Murphy, 1991). Second, I stake out the basic tenets of what I am 
calling scientism. Third, I do the same for what I think are the im
mediately relevant basic tenets of Christian fundamentalism. 
Fourth, I outline and briefly summarize what I call the RP tradi
tion as it pertains to issues of science and theology, comparing and 
contrasting scientism and fundamentalism with the RP tradition. 
This involves showing what is philosophically weak and limited 
about thoroughgoing rationalism and what is theologically weak 
and limited about Christian fundamentalism. Finally, I will use 
the doctrine of creation as a case illustration to show how the RP 
tradition deals with issues of the so called conflict between evolu
tion and intelligent design. In this latter illustration, I am con
cerned with the details of debates between traditional biologists 
and the intelligent design advocates and more concerned to show 
LhaL Lhe doctrine of creation is a theological doctrine intended to be 
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understood theologically. As a theological proposition, the doctrine 
of creation can be quite compatible with modern scientific under
standings of biology and physics and may be socially useful for 
those concerned with the ecological stability of the planet earth. 

Two self reflections are important at the outset. First, my view 
of what constitutes the RP tradition idiosyncratic and limited. I 
have a rather peculiar view of that tradition that strongly favors 
European theology over anything that could regarded as "home 
grown" American theology. In this chapter, the fourth section spells 
out some of the basic ideas in this context. It is also the case that 
many of those and related ideas are presented implicitly in the sec
tions on scientism and fundamentalism, respectively. Hopefully, 
the way of thinking I call the RP tradition and some of the key 
resources for further reading cited will have become clear to the 
reader by the end. 

Second, I am a believing Christian and have been for as long as 
I can remember. I can recite, and more importantly mean, every 
word of the Apostles Creed. However, it would take me many chap
ters and months of conversation to explain myself to either a fun
damentalist or a scientifically literate atheist. For me, a prerequi
site for any such conversation is that my interlocutor makes a seri
ous effort to understand major theologians in the RP tradition and 
also philosophy and social studies of' science. Much of what cur
rently passes in our culture as the dialogue between science and 
religion ill prepared on both sides. The scientists who make pro
nouncements on religious ideas barely understand the limits of 
their own discipline and typically show even less knowledge of in
tellectually respectable theology. The same can be said in parallel 
for the few intellectual sympathizers of'the religious right. Science 
is very difficult to understand and takes years of education and 
training. Why would anyone think that understanding God would 
be any easier? 

On the Conflict between Athens and Jerusalem 

Within western culture, the major sources of concepts for mak
ing sense out of life reside in two broad traditions that are them
selves often in conflict regarding basic conceptual outlooks and 
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available tools for understanding the world and the self. Any cur
sory summary such as is offered here is necessarily superficial 
given that entire lives and even generations have been spent strug
gling with these antinomies. Nevertheless in this context even a 
superficial map is useful for the purpose of comparing, and espe
cially for contrasting, some basic concepts issuing metaphorically 
from Athens and Jerusalem (Shestov, 1966). My emphasis is on the 
differences rather than the similarities because those differences 
were part of what animated the RP tradition, in protest to the pre
viously dominant Roman Catholic synthesis exemplified in St. Tho
mas Aquinas. 

A general mapping of the key differences is illustrated in Table 
1. What this table shows are polar oppositions in categories or 
modes of thinking. Immersed as we are in both cultures, it is diffi
cult to grasp the polar opposites at their extremes and any such 
exercise of emphasizing the polar extremes is bound to meet with 
problems because we will have a difficult time finding examples of 
the pure extreme of either pole. What we can discern are relative 
emphases where, at any given point in time and for any given his
torical example, we can say that a particular case leans more to 
one side or the other. In what follows, the polar extremes are delib
erately exaggerated in order to highlight differences, conflicts, and 
oppositions. Examples are chosen accordingly. 

Detachment / Objectivity/ Universal versus Involvement / 

Subjectivity / Particular 


This polar-opposite pair denotes a relative emphasis on the ab
stract versus the concrete in terms of the object of thought and 
knowledge. To say that human thought tends to emphasize the 
universal, echoes the Platonic vision of the pure forms of thought 
that make contact with another world-beyond the world of ordinary 
sense experience. The goal of inquiry is to take a disinterested, 
tached, and objective stance so that one can discern what uni
versally true, what would be acknowledged as compellingly true 
by any rational person. This is the world of pure thought and of 
the timeless forms. One might even think of this as a "spiritual" 
world or a metaphysical world behind the experienced world. What 
is real is what eternal and true for all time beyond the material 
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Table 1 
Basic Conceptual Differences Between Thought Categories 

ofAthens and Jerusalem 

Athenian Pole Jerusalem Pole 

Detachment / Objectivity/ Universal Involvement I Subjectivity / Particular 
Chronos Kairos 
Being Becoming 

Logic / Reason Decision IEmotion / Will 
Necessary / Inevitable Contingent 

Note: These are deliberately presented in extreme forms in order to highlight the con
trast between the basic thought styles and categories available from the two main 
sources of Western culture. 

body and accessible to the soul (mind) as always true. In somewhat 
more modern terms, this is illustrated by the Cartesian longing for 
the world of clear and distinct ideas that may be contacted by ra
tional intuition. It is a world of philosophical abstraction and ideals 
not subject to the vagaries of human experience and history. It is a 
world that goes on and on forever in timeless being. 

In contemporary terms, we see intimations of this universal em
phasis in mathematical physics where there is a dream of some 
grand unifying theory that provides a rationally coherent account 
for everything in the material universe (Randall, 2005). In cogni
tive science this emphasis is illustrated by the dream of universal 
principles of how the brain works across cultures and time, in the 
search for the basic modules of cognition. With this emphasis we 
search for what is true across particulars, what is repeatable over 
time, and what is unchanging with respect to historical epoch and 
cultural milieu. In terms of ethics, this emphasis on the universal 
seeks ethical principles that reason discerns and that are univer
sally applicable. 

At the other end of the universal-versus-particular-pole lies the 
individual instance. In focusing on this way of thinking, the indi
vidual person and what goes on in the emotionally laden and em
bodied musings of the heart are the focus of concern and the model 
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for how to think. The Hebraic and early Christian texts of the Bi
ble are filled with examples of stories about individuals. Teaching 
is conducted by concrete example rather than abstract principle 
(even though this too occurs, especially as the texts themselves 
came to be influence by Hellenistic and Roman thought). God 
speaks to Abraham and to Job in all of their particularity, and 
from these particular stories about individuals, religious institu
tions later constructed principles, rules, and more abstracted gen
eralities of theology and ethics. In the sayings of Jesus, we often 
find teaching in the form of parables, which are specific stories 
presented as pictures and intended to call the hearers to immedi
ate action in the context of the presentation and the life situation 
of Jesus (Jeremias, 1963). 

Some of the clearest exposition of this relative emphasis on the 
particular, as contrasted with the universal, can be found in 
Kierkegaard whose works have done much to clarify the differ
ences between Biblical and Greek thought. Kierkegaard often jux
taposes the emphasis on the individual as opposed to the abstract 
"mankind" and the preeminence of the subjective over the objective 
(Kierkegaard, Lowrie, & Nelson, 1962). In this way of thinking, 
thought moves from some defining, overwhelming and revealing 
experience (the exodus from Egypt, the resurrection of Jesus) out
ward instead of moving from some postulates of reason and on to 
rational arguments. Truth is obtained, not from detachment, but 
from engagement and commitment to some particular tradition 
encountered in powerful experiences. The ultimate authority is 
God and not reason. In Greek thought, even the gods are bound by 
reason. The gods love an action because it is good, according to Soc
rates' dialogue with Euthyphro (Plato, Hamilton, & Cairns, 1961). 
By way of contrast in Hebraic thought, God and not reason is the 
ultimate determiner of what is good. An action is good because the 
gods (God) loves it. Abraham is blessed because he agrees to carry 
out God's command to murder his only son, an act that is clearly 
unethical by standards of reason (Kierkegaard, 1954). 

In this Biblical way of life, the purpose of living is to be engaged 
rather than detached. The "real" world is to be found in commit
ment, engagement, and emotionally charged faithfulness to some
thing not seen with the light of reason, but only encountered when 



'P~y("'h0109'i' s 'War on Reliqion 

reason, logic, and those ways of comportment fail and breakdown 
in self contradiction and limit. 

Chronos Versus Kairos 
Greek and Hebrew conceptions of time are strikingly different, 

but we have lost sight of those differences, primarily because our 
own way of thinking about time is so thoroughly imbued with the 
Greek conceptions. This lack of insight has led to countless misun
derstandings of the Biblical texts. What is even more confusing is 
that over the centuries of compilation of the Biblical texts, those 
texts themselves have represented a melding of both Greek and 
Hebrew thinking about time. Sorting out the critical differences 
between these two very different notions of time is crucial to ma
king sense of the theological thought that is based on Biblical texts. 

A place to start is with two different Greek words, chronos and 
!:lairos. Chronos is the word from which we get such expressions as 
chronology and chronological time. This term is found throughout 
ancient Greek literature, much of which has no connection to the 
Biblical texts. In those "purely Greek" contexts, the meaning of 
chronos is close to what we understand by ordinary time with the 
tripartite division along a line of past, present, and future. In 
Greek thought, time is best understood in spatial metaphors of 
movement through space and extension across space; hence the 
metaphor of the line even though the line is sometimes pictured as 
a circle (Boman, 1960). Time is also marked by the movement and 
positions of the heavenly bodies in space. In this way of thinking, 
time is objectified and is something more abstract and separated 
from the human actor. Cullmann (1964) described the Greek con
ception of time as follows: 

For the Greeks, the idea that redemption is to take place 
through divine action in the course of events in time is impossi
ble. Redemption in Hellenism can consist only in the fact that 
we are transferred from existence in this world, an existence 
bound to the circular course of time, into that Beyond which is 
removed from time and already and always available. The 
Greek conception of blessedness is thus spatial; it is deter
mined by the contrast between this world and the timeless Be
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yond; it is not a time conception determined by the opposition 
between Now and Then (Cullmann, 1964, p.52). 

Time is both conceived and perceived as an external dimension 
that can be objectified. Oddly enough, what many Christians de
scribe as "heaven" turns out to be the paradise of Greek philosophy 
rather than any Biblically based depiction of a future time. 

The use of the term kairos to denote time in New Testament 
writings provides something of a contrast to Greek thought about 
time. In ordinary Greek literature, kairos could be translated as a 
season or opportune time for some activity. In first century Chris
tian theology, kairos took on the meaning of critical time, time of 
crisis, turning point, and time of great significance filled with 
meaning. The concept of kairos suggests that there is more to 
events than a mere marking along some extended spatial line of 
chronology. Certain times are more important than other times, 
and time is marked and measured in terms of these special events 
or occurrences. In this way, ordinary time takes on extraordinary 
meaning and significance. 

This notion of a concrete time having special significance in 
what may be otherwise viewed as just another passing date is dif
ferent from the Greek devaluation of time. Within Greek thought, 
the temporal is devalued relative to the universal and the eternal. 
In Greek thought, the goal of reflection is to escape time by dis
cerning the more abstract patterns of events that signify contact 
with universal truth which is eternal and beyond mere concrete 
events. In contrast, within Judeo Christian thought, certain points 
in time bring about brand new things that have never been before, 
and what is significant is not what is repeated but what breaks 
into time for the first time and changes the relationship between 
God and humans (the covenant with Moses, the resurrection of Je
sus). 

Yet another difference is the engaged perspective of the Biblical 
tradition as contrasted with the detached perspective of the 
Greeks. Boman has noted that in Hebrew thought, the great dis
tinction is whether or not an action is completed or not yet com
pleted as opposed to the threefold division of past, present, and fu
ture. Moreover, the point of view about time is the speaker's point 
of view, not a detached spatial representation. 
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While we, by means of our three tenses, move the actions 
about in space, while we cling to their falling upon a line, for 
the Semite it is the judgment of the speaker that is the fixed 
point to which the actions are oriented. In this case, two psy
chological possibilities exist: the actions could be considered 
concluded or still in process of development. For us, actions 
are oriented objectively, impersonally, and spatially; the He
brews think subjectively, personally, and temporally (Boman, 
1960, p.145) .... 

From the psychological viewpoint it is absurd to say that we 
have the future before us and the past behind us, as though the 
future were visible to us and the past occluded.... What our 
forebears have accomplished lies before us as their completed 
works.... The present and the future are, on the contrary still 
in process of coming and becoming (Boman, 1960, p.150). 

It is also noteworthy that both Hebraic and early Christian 
thought contained a notion of contemporaneity whereby we can be 
still experiencing something that occurred many years ago and 
that is still not concluded. 

Finally, it is important to note that most of our thinking about 
eternity is Platonic rather than Biblical in that the eternal and the 
infinite are conceived spatially as "the world beyond" or "the next 
world" or "the other world." Interestingly enough, there is not an 
equivalent in Hebrew thought where notions of eternity are tempo
ral and refer to the things of this life rather than some other place. 
The Hebrew concept is better translated as boundless time, and 
this could as well be boundless in both forward and backward 
senses. Again time is boundless from the standpoint of the speaker, 
not from the standpoint of some detached astronomical conception 
of time. As elaborated further below, the perspective on time found 
in the Bible is very much existential because time is measured 
from the standpoint of what is significant and personally meaning
ful to the individuaL 



267 Reformed Theology... 

Being versus Becoming 
In focusing on a more objective and detached approach to life 

and the world, Greek thought emphasized being from the stand
point of reason and logic while Biblical thought was relatively more 
personal, subjective and focused on becoming. Those relative em
phases became clearer with the development of existential philoso
phy in the early 20th century. But it very important to note that 
Biblical thought preceded existential philosophy by centuries, and 
it is no coincidence that the first of what became existen

philosophy appeared among Christian thinkers such as Pascal, 
Kierkegaard, and Dostoevsky. Some might argue that 19th and 20th 

century existential philosophy was imposed on New Testament 
texts and represents yet another misunderstanding from philoso
phical imposition (as Augustine with Plato and Thomas Aquinas 
with Aristotle), but it seems more likely that the development of 
existential thought and analysis of human ways of being opened a 
window into ways of thinking already present in early Christianity 
(Macquarrie, 1965). 

Much of the difference between being and becoming has been 
played out in the various conceptions of God throughout the history 
of western theological thinking. As Christian thought became more 
and more entwined with Greek thought, the God of the early Chris
tians, who was clearly also thought to be the God of the Hebrew 
tradition, became more and more the abstract object of reason and 
contemplation taken over from Plato and Aristotle. One of the con
sequences of the Protestant Reformation was to reject not only Ro
man Catholic authority, but also Aristotelian thought of 
Thomistic theology. Rather than the Supreme Being or First Cause 
of Greek thought who is the object of contemplation, the RP tradi
tion features more the personal God of the Hebrew tradition who is 
the object of the individual's "ultimate concern" that occasions a 
life changing decision. The life story of the believer and the path of 
becoming a disciple are more important than the products of rea
soned thought and contemplation. The Greek notion of sharing in 
the being of the creator is deemphasized for the life long task of 
becoming a disciple who has a personal relationship with a God 
revealed in the form of a person. 



psycnology' s Wa~ on Religion 

Logic and Reason versus Decision/Will and Emotion 
From the standpoint of the RP tradition, an argument for God is 

like a bake sale for Bill Gates. This is a succinct way of highlight
ing the stark difference between the Biblical and the Greek tradi
tions regarding the place of rationality and logic, where in the lat
ter tradition logic is the supreme arbiter of what is rational and 
what is not. From the culture of Athens, we have inherited the tra
ditions of critical reflection and the use of rational argument to set
tle points of disagreement. From the dialogues of Socrates to the 
Principia Mathematica of Russell and Whitehead (Whitehead & 
Russell, 1910), rationality and its bedrock, logic, have been the cen
tral force of western philosophy as well as a chief ingredient in syn
thesizing theological expositions. In contrast to this rational em
phasis on reasoned argument and the well crafted treatise, the 
Biblical traditions featured illustrative stories, recitation of great 
moments for decision and action, poetry, riddles, grand fantastic 
visions, and prophecy. At various times in the history of western 
culture, the conflict between these two very different modes of 
thought and expression has erupted in solitary thinkers and even 
in the culture at large. 

Martin Luther and the advent of the RP tradition illustrate the 
conflict between a dominant rationalist tradition from Athens and 
the eruption of a contrary tradition from Jerusalem. Luther is of
ten quoted for having said, "Reason is the Devil's whore." To our 
contemporary sensibilities, especially in the academic culture of 
psychology, where science is defended at the barricades against 
post modernism and other bugaboos, such a statement sounds par
ticularly offensive if not downright crazy. However, as with Biblical 
and other far removed texts, historical context matters for under
standing such a statement. Luther was reacting to the corruption 
of the Roman Catholic Church of the time and to the stifling mode 
of rationalist thought institutionalized in the dominant Aristote
lian inspired theology of Aquinas. In their introduction to a trans
lation of Luther's The Bondage of the Will (1957), a very impas
sioned yet quite logical refutation of Erasmus' claims for free will, 
Packer and Johnston provided a summary of the context as follows. 

Again, his unflagging polemic against the abuse of reason has 
often been construed as an assault on the very idea of rational 
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coherence in theology, whereas in fact it is aimed only at the 
ideal of rational autonomy and self-sufficiency in theology-the 
ideal of philosophers and Scholastic theologians, to find out and 
know God by the use of their own unaided reason. It was in her 
capacity as the prompter and agent of "natural" theology that 
Mistress Reason was in Luther's eyes the Devil's whore; for 
natural theology is, he held, blasphemous in principle, and 
bankrupt in practice. It is a blasphemous in principle, because 
it seeks to snatch from God a knowledge of Himself which is 
not His gift, but man's achievement-a triumph of human 
brain-power; thus it would feed man's pride, and exalt him 
above his Creator, as one who could know God at pleasure, 
whether or not God willed to be known by him. Thus natural 
theology appears as one more attempt on man's part to imple
ment the programme which he espoused in his original sin-to 
deny his creaturehood, and deify himself, and deal with God 
henceforth on an independent footing. But natural theology is 
bankrupt in practice; for it never brings its devotees to God; 
instead it leaves them stranded in a quaking morass of insub
stantial speculation (p. 45-46). 

Luther was not anti-rationalist or anti-intellectual and his pejo
rative statements about reason occurred alongside other state
ments extolling the virtues of reason for affairs of law and even 
theological argument. What he did clearly espouse was that reason 
has limited usefulness, especially in matters of faith. The Lutheran 
doctrine of salvation by grace alone, the heart of the RP tradition 
in Christianity, means that reason cannot possibly grasp the condi
tions of faith and salvation because reason will be confounded and 
always construe salvation as a matter of obeying the law and doing 
good works. The good news of the gospel is folly to the Greeks (a 
Pauline expression) precisely because it makes no rational sense. 
Grasping that good news requires the suspension of reason. The 
decisive moment of accepting the forgiveness of sins is only possi
ble if reason is set aside and one is confronted with the absolute 
impossibility of doing anything to save oneself. In that sense even 
the "decision" to accept the forgiveness of sins is possible only be
cause God provides not only the forgiveness but the conditions for 



the decisive moment. In that sense, it is incorrect to speak about a 
decision in the ordinary sense of cogitation. The "decision" rather 
a decisive moment, a crisis in the believer's life where reason 
breaks apart against the walls of its own limitations, and this is an 
experience that can only be had when reason is suspended. In the 
moment one either accepts the gift or turns away. Luther clearly 
recognized that even after such an experience, reason had its place 
and useful purposes even in theological discourse and scriptural 
interpretation (Gerrish, 1967). The difference between before and 
after is that after the experience, reason would forever be limited 
and never again the sole arbiter of those things that matter most 
in the believer's relationship with a living God. From this point on, 
reason would be a servant to faith and never again its master. 

There are numerous other examples of similar eruptions of the 
"irrationality" of the Biblical traditions, sometimes in protest to 
rationalist traditions and sometimes in efforts to synthesize the 
two or to at least bring them into some type of peaceful coexistence. 
As already noted, Kierkegaard is a prime example of one who tried 
to map out the limits of Socratic thought, which he took to be the 
pinnacle of life lived rationally, and to show what would be re
quired to go beyond Socrates by using the Platonic/Hegelian cate
gories to articulate how the New Testament thought of Paul moves 
from mere subjectivity (hedonism), through critical rational reflec
tion (philosophy), and then beyond to a higher form of subjectivity 
(faith). Nietzsche, who overtly rejected the Judeo-Christian tradi
tion, nevertheless showed striking parallels to Luther in his at
tacks on rational philosophy and the search for another way of life 
and thought (Shestov, 1966). 

Necessary / Inevitable versus Contingent 
In many respects, the great beauty of the Athenian tradition's 

reliance on logic is that conclusions based on logical argument are 
compelling if one accepts the starting point and places supreme 
value on rationality. This compelling force of logical argument is 
what is meant by the concept that conclusions and knowledge 
claims are necessary, i.e. they must be believed and endorsed or 
else you have to throw out the rational rules. A leading logic text 
asserts that, "It is the logician's business to serve the reasonable," 
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which, of course, presumes that "the reasonable" (as a concept or a 
set of people) is not itself controversial (Kalish, Montague, Mar, & 
Fogelin, 1980, p. 1). 

Within the Biblical traditions of thought, rationality holds less 
of a privileged place, and this reaches a pinnacle in the New Testa
ment writings of Paul who states expressly that the gospel is folly 
to the Greeks. Necessity is the way of the law, but Paul, the former 
Pharisaic "lawyer," equates the way of the law with death and lack 
of freedom. Again, various theologians from the RP tradition have 
picked up on this theme and noted that, within the New Testament 
writings, there is an implied critique of the rationalist traditions of 
Greek thought. For Luther, to hold reason as the supreme value 
was a terrible mistake that signaled enslavement and fallenness 
rather than freedom. Similarly, Kierkegaard much admired Socra
tes as the supreme rationalist but placed Abraham above Socrates 
precisely because Abraham was willing to follow the irrationally 
unethical command to murder his only son, Isaac. In a rational and 
logical world, some things are not possible (e.g., the law of noncon
tradiction), but in a world of faith, all things are possible. 

The Challenge of Western Thought 
The great challenge of western culture is to work out a way of 

life and thought that navigates a path through two contradictory 
traditions. Our culture comprises two fundamentally different and 
often opposed sources of ideas. The task is to work out some type of 
coherent approach to life when the options are detached objectivity 
versus passionate commitment, timeless immortality versus criti
cal historical decision, endless being versus passing away and re
birth, critical rational analysis versus emotionally laden decision, 
and compelling predictable necessity versus contingent unpredict
able freedom. Some indication of these tensions is evident in the 
ways of thought that we engage day to day. We believe truth is ob
jective and yet we admire those who are committed enough to die 
for the truth. We value rational models ethics where there is 
universal assent and conformity to what every man would con
clude, yet we still admire the individual hero who goes against the 
crowd because of firmly held personal belief in different values. 
American culture of the 19608 offered the "contemplative" option to 
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tune in and drop out or the engaged and committed option to 
change the world and make it different by being part of social ac
tion. On the one hand, a fertilized human blastocyst can be a 
growth device for harvesting stem cells, and on the other hand, it 
might be a nascent human life deserving the protections of law af
forded human persons. 

Various attempts at some synthesis between the two traditions 
have been made in the past. For example efforts were made to put 
the content of Christian revelation into Greek categories as when 
St. Augustine synthesized Plato and the gospel and when St. Tho
mas systematized Aristotle with the Bible. Such approaches at rec
onciliation between the two cultures of Athens and Jerusalem most 
often resulted in a way of life where contemplation became more 
important than action. By the time of Descartes, God had become 
so philosophically abstract that God had nothing to do with em
bodiment. With Descartes, the Christian experience had been lost. 
With Hegel's grand synthesis, the God of the Bible was trans
formed into reason itself and all vestiges of highly individual and 
personal relationships with God were stripped away. 

Pascal was among the first to challenge this Hellenizing influ
ence of the Athenian tradition over the Jerusalem tradition among 
philosophers, and pointed out that the God of philosophers is not 
the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Pascal noted, instead, that 
the God of the Biblical tradition was a God who is hidden and also 
personal. The God of the philosophers was undermining Christian
ity, and properly understood, the God of the Bible undermined ra
tionality and human self sufficiency. 

Scientism and fundamentalism represent extreme adaptations 
of the options available in western culture. Those two extremes are 
the focus of the next two sections of this chapter. Following those 
two sections, further elaboration of the RP tradition as it is con
ceived here is presented. 

Scientism 

Scientism is an ideology or belief system that is at once pro
scientific and also typically anti-religious. Ironically, as a set of be
liefs for organizing activities of its adherents, scientism functions 
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much the same as religion for its believers. For example, certain 
texts are considered privileged, communications are constrained by 
elite groups, meetings are held to celebrate certain accomplish
ments, outsiders are not welcomed, and those who fail to follow the 
rules are punished. In one of the funnier recent contributions to 
sociological analysis of science, Fuller has recently applied the so
ciological categories that Weber developed for analysis of religions 
to science. He has noted that modern science, especially big science 
with society funding, exemplifies these religious categories: mys
tery (esoteric knowledge), soteriology (a promise of salvation), 
saintliness (a special class of dedicated heroes), magical causation 
(increasing numbers of scientists will increase human welfare), 
and theodicy (science has long term redeeming value) (Fuller, 
1997). 

What I am calling scientism may be slightly different from how 
that term has been used in the past to label "the opposition" in 
various debates between scientists and humanists in the social sci
ences and even more recently in debates between scientists and 
post modernists in the so called science wars. Those debates are 
certainly relevant in a broader context, but I am more focused on 
the manifestation of scientism in psychology, and especially in the 
coincidence of this particular brand of scientism as opposition to 
religious belief. As noted in the introduction to this chapter, psy
chology has a long history of conflict with, and opposition to, 
gious traditions. Freud certainly saw psychoanalysis as some type 
of "pastoral" counseling, but a type specifically cleansed of the illu
sion of religion (Bakan, 1958). A very strong theme of John B. Wat
son's popular writings about behaviorism was the advocacy of ma
terialism and the belief that religion and the social institutions re
ligion promoted stood in the way of engineering a better social or
der (Buckley, 1989), As in many academic fields for the past cen
tury, some of the elite contributors to psychology have been advo
cates for atheism who regarded religious belief as at least mistaken 
if not actively harmful (Ellis, 1980; Skinner, 1953; Skinner & Ep
stein, 1980). A recent survey of clinician members of APA repro
duced the general findings of several comparable surveys from the 
closing decades of the 20th century. Psychologists are much 
likely to endorse theistic beliefs and to participate in religious ac



tivities than the general population, and a majority of psycholo
gists are either atheistic or at least agnostic (Delaney, Miller, & 
Bisono, 2007). 

For purposes of this discussion, Table 2 shows a core set of be
liefs that make up scientism. 

Table 2 
Core Beliefs of Scientism 

Reason (logic) is the ultimate commitment and final arbiter 
Atheism is the rational stance with respect to religion 

Religion is cognitive error 
Religion is superstition and an unscientific approach to nature 
Elite scientists are atheists 

Metaphysical materialism 
Science as salvation 
Unity of science 

Reason as Ultimate Commitment and Value 
As can be seen, and consistent with the Athenian perspective, 

reason is taken to be the highest possible value and foremost com
mitment of the believer. In this set of beliefs, reason is typically 
contrasted with faith, and faith is rejected as unreasonable or not 
warranted. It is interesting that the scientistic outlook is similar to 
the RP tradition in drawing out the sharp contrast between reason 
and faith. But, unlike the RP tradition that concludes that there is 
something higher than reason (e.g. faith), the scientistic outlook 
rejects faith altogether precisely because reason is not regarded as 
limiting, and further, to permit the suspension of reason for any 
reason is not tolerable. Once reason is enshrined as the ultimate 
arbiter of all things, it is perfectly reasonable to reach a consistent 
conclusion that atheism is the most reasonable conclusion with re
gard to religious matters. Rationalists who hold to some type of fal
libilism (Albert, 1985) might opt for agnosticism, but agnosticism 
itself is far from a positive endorsement of' faith. 
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Atheism 
What typically goes along with atheism in this view is also the 

contention that religious belief is some type of cognitive error or 
mistake. It has always been something of an embarrassment for 
confident rationalists that so many people could be so mistaken for 
so long. One reaction to that embarrassment has been various at
tempts to develop arguments for natural religion and religion 
within the limits of reason alone (Collins, 1967). Another reaction 
has been to explain how so many people could be fooled for so long. 
The latest version of this type of reaction has been offered by an
thropologist Scott Atran, who appeals to evolutionary psychology to 
claim that religious beliefs are so pervasive because they are side 
effects or accidental consequences of brain modules that evolved 
because those modules had survival advantages (Atran & Noren
zayan, 2004). The modules he identifies are causal agency detec
tion (some dangerous agent is making the rustling sound in the 
woods), superior memory for counterintuitive events (miracles), 
and metarepresentation of counterintuitive worlds (heaven and the 
underworld). He further "explains" the persistence of religious be
lief as a type of coping strategy for moral uncertainty and existen
tial anxiety. To his credit, Atran is more empirically minded and 
"scientific" than many of his contemporary, and more vociferous 
and pedantic promoters of atheism (Dawkins, 2008; Dennett, 2006; 
Harris, 2005; Hitchens, 2007), but he shares the same starting 
place. From the RP tradition perspective, it is of course obvious 
that faith is (rationally speaking) crazy, and that is precisely why 
the gospel is "folly to the Greeks." To set out on a path to "explain" 
faith rationally every bit as absurd as faith itself. 

Another corollary of the atheistic stance of scientism the age
old claim that religious belief is not only irrational from a logical 
point of view, but it is also developmentally primitive, childish, or 
even retarded. The intellectual arrogance of this view presumes 
that modern scientific understanding of nature is evidence of some 
type of maturation process or progress in the metaphorical evolu
tion of culture or even the human brain. The histories of Western 
science and culture have typically been written from this point of 
view. According to this type of analysis, just as earlier cultures ap
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parently got so much wrong about causal relationships between 
material events, their lack of correct physics led them to false be
liefs not only about the world but also to the invention and persis
tence of religious beliefs. Religious beliefs have also been associ
ated with more child-like or immature thinking. These types of 
claims are evident in some of the recent uses of evolutionary psy
chology to explain religion, studies where younger children and sci
entifically uneducated adults typically show more teleological and 
purposive interpretations in experiments that present events with 
ambiguous causes (Kelemen, 2004). 

In psychology as in many other academic disciplines, elite scien
tists are often atheists and some are very outspoken about this. 
The highly visible and the outspoken can dominate the field and 
set expectations for what it means to be successful. Any former 
Ph.D. student in clinical psychology who attended one of the elite 
programs can readily attest to the need for caution in discussing 
or revealing religious beliefs. Such things are typically not talked 
about, and students learn quickly enough not to challenge faculty 
pronouncements about the virtues of life based on science and 
free from the mistakes of religion. The belief that real scientists 
are atheists very likely not true, based on surveys of scientists 
conducted in roughly parallel form across much of the 20th century. 
Those results have shown that about 40% of scientists consistently 
endorsed beliefs in an active God who could be influenced and in 
an afterlife (Larson & Witham, 1999). Equally clear a conclusion 
that 95% of elite scientists (Members of the National Academy of 
Science) reject such beliefs. 

Metaphysical Materialism 
This is a familiar core belief of the unity of the physical world in 

that the entire universe is composed of the same core elemental 
"stuff' or substance. The idea is that ultimate reality is material in 
nature, and there is an explicit denial of any dualism or non
material reality. In many versions of this concept, material sub
stance is all that there is and humans have access to the possibility 
of complete understanding of this "all that there "In other ver
sions of this concept, material substance is all that there is, but hu
mans may not yet or may not ever have access to the complete pic
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ture of the "all that there is." As they appear within the scientism 
that is the focus of this particular exposition, these concepts serve 
the function to deny non-material (soul, spirit) dualisms and to 
deny the possibility that there is anything knowable beyond the 
natural world, typically defined in terms of physics. This type of 
metaphysical materialism is specifically opposed to the concepts of 
supernatural and to God as some type of force, entity, subject or 
object that acts outside of the laws of physics or somehow contra
venes the laws of physics. 

Philosophers have spent centuries debating various versions of 
metaphysical materialism and there have been numerous attempts 
to reconcile what appear to be contradictory claims of Christian 
theology with rational materialism. It is important to note that 
much of this stark contrast between the material and the non
material (spiritual, mystical, etc.) is rooted not in Christianity but 
in Greek thought. One of the first that early Christians 
opposed was the Gnostic tradition, which was very much a striking 
dualism between the physical and the non-physical. The problem of 
dualism, and of what became the mind/body type of dualism was 
actually opposed by early Christian theologians such as Paul 
(Bultmann, 1951). Among the grandest confusions of contemporary 
U. S. culture is the notion that Christianity requires some type of 
belief in a spiritual world or parallel universe of non-material real· 
ity when in fact, this very idea of substance dualism is straight out 
of Hellenistic thought and inimical to Biblical thought. From the 
perspective of the RP tradition, Christian thought opposes New 
Age and other forms of spiritualism not just because they are fo
cused on the wrong god, but more importantly because they deny 
the body and seek to escape the body. 

Both scientistic atheists and fundamentalist believers have mis
read Paul's fundamental concepts and categories for what it means 
to be human. This basic mistake has led to more misplaced criti
cism of Christian faith, and erroneous defenses of the faith, than 
any other mistake. Both scientistic critics and fundamentalist de
fenders are caught in Hellenistic categories of dualism and fail to 
see that New Testament thought, as exemplified by Paul, rejects 
mindfbody, spirit/material, supernatural/natural categories of du
alism. Modern atheists reject the Christian tradition because they 



think it requires them to posit some other parallel world they can
not see or contact; fundamentalists reject science because they 
think that it requires them to deny their soul or spirit. Irony of iro
nies, the atheist is actually taking a position consistent with the 
New Testament, and the fundamentalist is siding with the Greek 
dualists. From the RP tradition perspective, the two parties are on 
the exact opposite side of where they think they are. 

Science as Salvation 
The belief that science, and technology as the product of science, 

can lead to a better life is a fundamental belief of Western culture 
marking the advent of modernism and the pinnacle of the Enlight
enment's rise of modern science (Stahl, 2002). This belief animates 
the advocacy for science in psychology and is reflected in the vari
ous calls for more research, for greater emphasis on scientific 
methods, and for empirically supported psychological treatments. 
Culturally speaking, especially in the academic culture of main
stream psychology, it is regarded as heresy to question this faith in 
science. To be sure, there are many signs of anti-scientific move
ments in professional psychology programs that offer advanced de
grees for would-be practitioners where program requirements 
carry minimal instruction in scientific methods. However, much of 
that anti-scientific momentum is unrelated to religious concerns 
and is more often associated with efforts to keep alive various now
questioned traditions such as psychoanalytic and humanistic 
therapies from whose point of view the now-dominant cognitive 
and behavioral therapies are too limiting and stifling, both intellec
tually and economically. 

Outside of psychology, the clash between those who believe in 
science as salvation and those who hold Christian fundamentalist 
views is more apparent and stark. Controversies about the teach
ing of intelligent design and about stem cell research are examples 
of the more direct clash. The scientistic faith in science over relig
ion has been stated very explicitly by E. O. Wilson in his Pulitzer 
Prize winning book On Human Nature. 

So let me give again the reasons why I consider the scientific 
ethos superior to religion: its repeated triumphs in explaining 



279 Reformed Theology... 

and controlling the physical world; its self-correcting nature 
open to all competent to devise and conduct tests; its readiness 
to examine all subjects sacred and profane; and now the possi
bility of explaining traditional religion by the mechanistic mod
els of evolutionary biology. 'l'he last achievement will be cru
cial. If religion, including dogmatic secular ideologies, can be 
systematically analyzed as a product of the brain's evolution, 
its power as an external source of morality will be gone forever 
(Wilson, 1978, p. 201). 

In such a view, science, conceived as some unitary body of 
knowledge and method, could become the new "religion" because it 
promises to free humans once and for all from the false knowledge 
claims of traditional religion, and even explain why the deception 
occurred in the first place. That a promise not only to save hu
manity from ignorance, but also a promise to provide humanity 
with the means for saving itself from whatever catastrophe might 
arise. Ironically and nearly thirty years later, Wilson has recently 
called upon fundamentalists and creationists to join him in another 
Promethean venture to save the planet by working to preserve bio
logical diversity, which is being threatened by global warming 
(Wilson, 2006). 

Unity of Science 
A key component of the cluster of beliefs that comprise scien

tism, as used here, is the claim that there is some basic unity to all 
of the sciences. In other words, despite the fact that there are vari
ous disciplines (particle physics, astronomy, microbiology, evolu
tion) each with their own idiosyncratic methods, that call them
selves sciences, all share some common ground which distinguishes 
them from other branches of human activity called by a host of 
other names (arts, literature, philosophy). With the collapse of the 
grand Thomistic system of the Middle Ages and the appearance of 
the Protestant schism in Christianity, as well as the opposition of 
empirical science to Aristotelian philosophy of nature, started a 
general reorganization of knowledge that culminated in the science 
versus humanities "(Two Culture") split noted by C. P. Snow in the 
1950s (Snow, 1959). The roots of the unity of science theme go back 
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at least to the 17th century with the emergence of Enlightenment 
philosophy, but for our purposes in explicating the unity of science 
theme within scientism, we can look more recently to the rise of 
the unity of science movement within philosophy, specifically to the 
dawn of the philosophy of science in the 1920s Vienna and Berlin 
circles that became logical positivism. 

A major theme of 20th century positivist philosophy of science and 
its offshoots was to show how the various sciences could be viewed as 
following similar methods and evidencing a hierarchical and reduc
tionist structure with physics as the bedrock foundation. The positiv
ist program for philosophy and science was widely adopted within 
psychology when the European founders of positivism escaped Nazi 
Europe and came to the United States. A running joke among psy
chology students in the 1970s was that logical positivism had died 
in Europe in the 1930s and been re-born in the United States in 
the 1940s. That is certainly an overgeneralization, and incorrect 
in many respects regarding the details (Smith, 1986), but much of 
what shows up in psychology as scientism typically assumes the 
unity of science theme of the positivists. Most of current main
stream academic clinical psychology from within the now domi
nant cognitive and behavioral perspective rests on positivist type 
assumptions and methods, and this can be readily evoked in dis
cussions where the scientific standing of clinical psychology is 
threatened by introduction of less than well-researched proce
dures such as power therapies and other esoteric procedures that 
claim to be efficacious (Lilienfeld et al., 2003). 

As a set of core beliefs about the nature of the world and about 
what constitutes bona fide knowledge, scientism has been used to 
characterize religious belief as intellectually lacking and childishly 
superstitious. In that respect, the garden variety atheists who have 
emerged in popular culture and in much of psychology have found 
an easy target in refuting Christian fundamentalists. 

Christian Fundamentalism 

To judge from the current U. S. political influence of "the reli
gious right," one might get the impression that the U. S. has al
ways been a highly religious country and that the so called separa
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tion of church and state is some type of myth. In fact, it is more ac
curate to say that the U.S. has a history of cyclical periods of reli
gious enthusiasm followed by periods of relative calm. The periods 
of enthusiasm or "awakenings" have happened before and been 
eclipsed as well. Consider the following estimate of fundamental
ism from Shipley's 1927 book entitled The War on Modern Science: 
A Short History of Fundamentalist Attacks on Evolution and Mod
ernism: "If the self-styled fundamentalists gain their objective of a 
political takeover, much of the best that has been gained in Ameri
can culture will be suppressed or banned, and we will be headed 
backward toward the pall of the Dark Age" (quoted in Marsden, 
2006, p. 189). 

The founding fathers (and mothers) were far less inclined to mix 
religion with politics than are politicians today, and that was 
probably consistent with their constituencies during and after the 
Revolutionary War (Meacham, 2006). At the start of the 19th cen
tury, for example, less than 10% of the U.S. population were mem
bers of churches. What has been termed the second great awaken
ing began in the early decades of the 19th century, and by the start 
of the Civil War, church enrollment and membership in various 
religious groups called societies had mushroomed (Walker & 
Handy, 1970). Many of the people who made up these societies and 
Bible study groups were outside the mainstream churches, but as 
they expanded, they were eventually joined by groups from within 
the mainstream churches that broke away over various doctrinal 
and social/cultural disagreements. 

The varieties of fundamentalism common in the U.S. today are 
traceable to the 1840s with the expansion of various local revivalist 
movements. It is important to note that these new variations of 
Protestantism were not necessarily consistent with the broader RP 
tradition associated with the Reformation in Europe, but were in
stead more distinctly local and American. Noll (2002) summarized 
the point as follows: "It is not an exaggeration to claim that this 
19th-Century Protestant evangelicalism differed from the religion 
of the Protestant Reformation as much as 16th-Century Reforma
tion Protestantism differed from the Roman Catholic theology from 
which it emerged" (Noll, 2002, p.3). In many respects, the rise of 
the distinctly American brand of fundamentalism was associated 



7ft? 

with the rejection of Darwinian ideas of evolution, and with rejec
tion of the advance of historical critical studies of the Biblical texts 
at the end of the 19th century. If we see a certain line of continuity 
from the Reformation to the rise of modern science, and through 
the Enlightenment to the appearance of Darwinian concepts and 
modern Biblical scholarship, then American fundamentalism looks 
like a fairly typical backward movement intended to "circle the 
wagons" and shut down the intellectual advances of Western cul
ture. In many respects that is exactly what fundamentalism was 
and still is. Even though American fundamentalism developed to 
include certain Protestant sects, the overall outlook of fundamen
talism is anathema to the broad RP tradition. 

The most immediate precursor to the current "religious right" 
was the coalition of independent Bible conferences and disaffected 
mainstream Protestants that emerged in the 1920s, who first self 
identified as fundamentalists (Marsden, 2006). They were decid
edly anti-modern, and opposed both Darwinism and the historical 
critical study of the Bible that had developed mainly in Europe 
with archeological and philological studies of the Biblical texts in 
the latter half of the 19th century. Interestingly, they were champi
ons of Baconian inductive methods and common sense philosophy 
in opposition to what they perceived to be theory-laden and hy
pothesis (presupposition) driven theology of the historical critical 
method. They believed that their approach to interpretation was 
the "true" scientific approach and that every word of the Bible was 
true because it came directly from God. They even used metaphors 
of dictation and photography to describe the transmission of the 
words from God to the text. Most of these groups were preoccupied 
with the second coming of Jesus and the 'correct" reading of Bibli
cal prophecy. The early fundamentalists were dominated by dis
pensationalists, who devised from selected Biblical texts the view 
that all of history could be divided into 7 periods or dispensations. 
This scheme had its own internal logic and facilitated their doc
trines of literal truth and inerrancy of scripture because it ren
dered logical what might otherwise be regarded as contradictory 
information from different parts of the Bible. Marsden described 
the thinking as follows: 
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They were absolutely convinced that all they were doing was 
taking the hard facts of Scripture, carefully arranging and clas
sifying them, and thus discovering the clear patterns which 
Scripture revealed.... "Inerrancy," which was to become a 
code word for much of the fundamentalist movement, had a 
scientific quality that was related to the view of truth as di
rectly apprehended facts.... Thus, the millenarian's view of 
Scripture was, in effect, modeled after the Newtonian view of 
the physical universe. Created by God, it was a perfect self
contained unity governed by exact laws which could be discov
ered by careful analysis and classification.... When Scripture 
was looked upon as the compellingly perfect design of God, 
every detail was significant. Hence, even though the Bible was 
not intended to teach science, God had guided even the poetic 
language so as to anticipate scientific discoveries (Marsden, 
2006, p. 56-57). 

Excepting certain assumptions about the reality of the super
natural and the text as the literal writing of God himself, early 20th 

century fundamentalists were following a rational and empirical 
program of thought worthy of admiration by the staunchest of logi
cal positivists. This early 20th century version of fundamentalism 
ran aground on popular culture standards with the embarrassing 
incident of the Scopes "monkey trial" and the ensuring derision in 
the popular press. They did not, however, go away-as we now 
know at the dawn of the 21st century where the fundamentalist/ 
evangelical coalition is a formidable constituency in U.S. culture 
and politics. 

Table 3 shows some of the basic beliefs of fundamentalism. 
These tenets of fundamentalism are briefly explained, and some of 
the differences between these beliefs and the contrasting approach 
of the RP tradition are discussed. 

The Bible is Literally True 
This familiar slogan is central to Christian fundamentalism of 

the American variety, and it is the source of many of the conflicts 
between fundamentalism and science. Within certain sects, this 
idea is referred to as the doctrine of inerrancy to indicate that "The 
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Table 3 
Basic Beliefs of Christian Fundamentalism 

The Bible is literally true 

The individual believer is able to grasp Biblical truth unaided by education 

Anti-modern: 

Opposed to historical critical method 


Opposed to Darwinian evolution 


Antiliberal: 

Opposed to progressive liberal political reform 

Anticommunist and foreign policy involvement 

Antipsycholo!~y regarding sexual freedom and homosexuality 

Bible" is the word of God, and by definition, God cannot make any 
mistakes. The aSBumptions of fundamentalism show three impor
tant missteps: (1) ignoring problems with asserting the unity of 
"The Bible", (2) indeterminacy of translation, and (3) the herme
neutic problem of the author and the reader. 

It is important to unpack the phrases in this slogan in order to 
see just how problematic they are. A first thing to notice is "The 
Bible" is used as if there were one set of texts upon which every
one agreed, regarding not only their Old Testament Hebrew and 
New Testament Greek content, but also their respective English 
translations. Historical critical study of the Biblical texts has 
made it very clear that these texts are compilations of multiple 
texts from many sources, including textual material that was 
likely preserved from oral tradition when there were no texts 
whatsoever. In actual practice for most fundamentalist practitio
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ners, "The Bible" refers to the King James Version (KJV) of 1611, 
which was based on Hebrew and Greek texts that have themselves 
been updated and informed by more modern Biblical scholarship 
and relevant new discoveries of ancient texts previously not avail
able, such as the Dead Sea Scrolls. Even though the KJV has had a 
profound influence on English language and literature, there is no 
good reason to privilege this translation over others that may have 
a closer and more informed relationship to original language texts. 
The very idea of "The Bible" is highly confused because there are in 
fact many fragments of manuscripts that came to be canonized by 
the Roman Catholic Church, and there are moreover, many differ
ent English translations (not to mention other language transla
tions). Pretending that "The Bible" was dictated by God and then 
handed down like stone tablets in one unified text is simply fan
tasy and altogether false. Such an assumption is the first of several 
missteps in the chain of assumptions that make up fundamental
Ism. 

A second misstep occurs with the use of the phrase "literally 
true." An obvious problem with this assertion is the problem of 
translation. As anyone knows who has studied other languages, 
there is no literal translation; only approximations to literal trans
lation. For example, the koine Greek of the New Testament is far 
more grammatically simple than the attic Greek of Athenian lit
erature and philosophy, but it still retains the complexity of the 
Greek verb which has tenses not found in English. This turns out 
to be theologically significant because it permits a type of expres
sion for some event to have happened in the past and yet can still 
be actively occurring. There is really no true equivalent of the ao
rist tense in English, and failing to know that can lead to misun
derstanding of basic New Testament assertions about eschatology 
and the general eschatological perspective of Pauline theology, for 
example. Furthermore as the multitude of English translations 
shows, the matter of translation alone renders any claim of a sin
gle "literal" meaning of English-language Bibles impossible. 

A third misstep in fundamentalist assumptions occurs with fail
ure to consider the historical setting of Biblical. texts, specifically 
the intention of the human compilers of the texts. Even if one as
sumes (quite preposterously) that the text that has been canonized 



by church was in fact dictation from God, it still had to get on 
the page by human mediation. Failing to consider historical 
setting of the compiler can lead to all manner of erroneous conclu
sions because we are today many centuries removed from the his
torical situation. Making this mistake, and assuming that the text 
is talking about our concerns straightforwardly, leads fundamen
talists to assume that the Bible can be treated as making claims 
about cosmology, geology, and physics when, in fact, nothing of the 
sort is the case. Since Clarence Darrow cross examined William 
Jennings Bryan at the Scopes monkey trial, making fun of and 
ridiculing believers who used the Bible as a textbook of geology and 
paleontology has been a favorite pastime of rebellious teenagers 
and village atheists. Not only do fundamentalists assume that it is 
possible to ignore the influence of the all too human text compiler, 
they also ignore the interpretive filter of the hearer or reader. This 
is achieved by positing a kind of immaculate perception on the part 
of the hearer. 

The individual believer is able to grasp Biblical truth 
unaided by education. 

A final misstep in the claim that the Biblical text is without error 
is an appeal by fundamentalists to empower the hearer or reader of 
the text with the needed equipment to hear and read the text cor
rectly. Admittedly, this may have been influenced by Luther's notion 
of the "priesthood of all believers," but in the hands of American fun
damentalism it is unlikely that this use of Luther is consistent with 
Luther's broader thought. Just as it was assumed that there was no 
influence on the transmission of the text passing through the human 
compiler of God's dictation, so too the reader of text is assumed 
to be able to receive the meaning of the text without regard to what
ever the reader's cultural and historical situation might be. Funda
mentalists of the early 20th century who talked about this typically 
appealed to Scottish common sense philosophy which had a period of 
enthusiastic support in American philosophy especially at Princeton 
seminary at the turn of the 20th century. Marsden summarize this 
view as follows: 

Common sense philosophy, in contrast to most philosophy since 
Descartes and Locke, held that the immediate objects of our 
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perceptions were not ideas of the external work, but (as the 
Princeton Review put it) "we are directly conscious of the exter
nal objects themselves." The same principle applied to memory .... 

This view that the past could be known directly through reli
able testimony meant that Scripture was not regarded as repre
senting the points 0/ view of authors respecting the past, but 
it was rather an infallible representation of the past itself.... 

The whole Princeton view of truth was based on the assump
tion that truth is known by apprehending directly what is "out 
there" in the external world, not a function of human mental 
activity. The mind discovers objective truth which is much the 
same for all people of all ages (Marsden, 2006, p. 113-114). 

Such claims of common sense philosophy are just what they ap
pear to be and were designed to address in their first iteration by 
Thomas Reid in the 18th century (Reid, Beanblossom, & Lehrer, 
1983). They are psychological claims that are empirically tractable 
and ones that we can generally regard as false. 

Anti-modern 
The anti-modernism of American fundamentalism took the form 

of being opposed to both historical critical methods of Biblical study 
and to Darwinian evolution. Much of those positions remain true 
today. The opposition to historical critical methods of Biblical study 
was primarily a rejection of such methods because they threatened 
the doctrine of the inerrancy of the Bible. It was regarded as blas
phemous to subject the sacred texts to the same methods of study 
used for other ancient texts, and this was regarded as especially 
threatening because it might lead the faithful to have a crisis in 
their faith if such study showed that some words of the Bible might 
not be true. 

Anti-Darwinism was focused mainly on the preservation of a 
literal interpretation of the book of Genesis where the two Biblical 
accounts of creation were presented. The idea that humans may 
have come from a natural process and not from the handiwork of a 
supernatural being was again regarded as blasphemous. The re
cent resurgence of efforts to introduce so called intelligent design 
inLo public school classrooms and the growth of home schooling 



among fundamentalist Christians attests to the fact that, although 
modernism won a battle in the popular culture wars in the 1925 
monkey trial, the war has continued and is by no means over 
(Numbers, 2006). Because I take up the issues about intelligent 
design and Biblical interpretation to show how the RP tradition 
resolves these issues at the end of this chapter, nothing further is 
needed at this point. 

Antiliberal 
Fundamentalism has always been a conservative enterprise in 

that its followers tended to want to preserve a theological status 
quo in opposition to what was perceived by them to be a general 
loosening of standards for the mission of the church and the living 
of a moral life. Against those liberals who endorsed the sprit of the 
times with the Progressive Era at the turn of the 20th century, the 
fundamentalists opposed church involvement in social programs 
and preferred to maintain the mission of the church to be the sal
vation of individual souls. Personal salvation was of paramount 
importance and remained so even though there was a brief period 
following World War I when fundamentalist Christians did engage 
a wider social involvement to save Christian civilization from the 
evils of modernism, secularism, and bolshevism. Also, in keeping 
with its roots in common sense philosophy, where even the unedu
cated can readily arrive at the conclusions of "rational man," fun
damentalist ideas were also associated with political populism and 
agrarian reform. William Jennings Bryan appealed to sentiments 
of anti-big government authority and anti-establishment church 
authority to champion the sanctity of the "little man." Bryan was 
promoting the idea that simple people, without riches and the edu
cation that those riches could buy, could nevertheless understand 
both the Bible and science. Ordinary people did not have to rely on 
the authority of the mainline churches with their elite clergy or the 
prestigious universities with their elite professors. 

In the post World War II period, fundamentalists were active in 
various anti-communist movements though they did not penetrate 
mainstream polities until the Reagan administration where they 
achieved some significant cultural prominence. Just as liberal 
church elites had partnered with the more liberal elements of the 
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Democratic Party during the Roosevelt years (Sifton, 2003), so too 
did fundamentalists and other conservative Christian groups part
ner with the Reagan-era Republican Party. More recently, the sec
ond Bush administration used fundamentalist groups to champion 
various social and foreign policy issues, from stem cell research 
and abortion to the "war on terror." American politicians of all per
suasions have found it useful to have spokespersons of Christianity 
on their side to stir godly enthusiasm and garner votes. 

The melding of fundamentalism with conservative political 
causes has occasionally brought psychology into conflict with con
servative ideology, especially in relationship to issues of sexual be
havior and sexual orientation. Such controversy erupted from the 
floor of Congress when the American Psychological Association 
(APA) published a review of the effects of child sexual abuse that 
concluded that the extant evidence regarding its harmful effects 
was less convincingly as bad as Republican politicians and mem
bers of the religious right believed them to be. The APA was 
threatened with congressional action that might drastically cut 
funding for social and behavioral sciences and even acted in ways 
that subverted its own peer review process when another psycholo
gist sought to expose the donnybrook affair of compromise of publi
cation standards (Lilienfeld, 2002a, 2002b). Conservatism about 
sexual mores, homosexuality, and same sex marriage has been 
championed by fundamentalist leaders and politicians who seek 
their support. 

Reformed Protestant Tradition 

As indicated briefly in the discussions of scientism and funda
mentalism, what is meant by the RP tradition in this chapter is 
something related to the Protestant Reformation in Europe, but it 
is important to add that the RP tradition to which I refer extends 
well beyond that era and can be seen as a stream of influence in 
western culture from the 18th century into the present. This RP 
tradition of thought is strikingly different from American funda
mentalism. Although the early years of American religious life had 
a narrow window of time in which the predominantly Protestant 
colonists followed theological thought consistent with the European 
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Reformation (Noll, 2002), that European tradition was largely lost 
by the middle of the 19th century. The dominance of fundamental
ism and a unique American brand of evangelicalism followed. To be 
sure, there are remnants of the RP tradition I am referring to in 
the mainline Protestant churches and seminaries in the U.S. to
day, but among religious educators they are far outnumbered by 
those of a more conservative persuasion. The number of free stand
ing evangelical seminaries has expanded significantly in the past 
25 years. The former mainline seminaries continue to exist, but the 
demand for their graduates has declined as membership in the 
mainline Protestant churches has also declined. 

The line of thought I am referring to as the RP tradition goes 
from the 16th century European Protestant Reformation with Lu
ther and extends through Pascal and Kierkegaard into early 20th 

century German neo-orthodox theology (Barth & Hoskyns, 1933) 
and on through Bonhoeffer's call for a religionless Christianity 
(Bethge, 1970; Bonhoeffer, 1954). Some of the basic ideas ofthis RP 
tradition are presented in Table 4. 

Table 4 
Basic Ideas of the RP Tradition 

The Bible is the sole authority for the believer 
Church tradition is not equal to the Bible 
Rejection of papal authority 

Priesthood of all believers 
Multiple interpretations of scripture 
Democratization of epistemological authority 

Historical-critical study of the Bible is welcomed and needed for interpretation 
Modern empirical science is awelcomed side effect of the RP tradition 

Reformation as seed bed for science 
"Secularization" can be a positive development of faith 

Bible as Sole Authority 
The idea that the Bible is the sole authority for Christian faith 

came straight from Luther in his opposition to the authority of the 
Roman Catholic Church. In the Catholic tradition, church doctrine 
as it had accumulated over time through the institution of the 
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church and the various writings of the bishops and the popes, had 
taken on authority within the church such that those writings could 
be of equal authority to the Bible. In many respects, the Protestant 
Reformation was all about rejecting the authority of the Catholic 
Church and the entire apparatus of authority erected around church 
doctrine, church offices and administrative functions. In rejecting 
the standing of the Pope as the last word on matters of faith, and 
rejecting the offices of the Catholic institutions, the RP tradition as
serted that the only authority in matters of faith was the Bible itself. 
It was on the grounds of reasserting what was in the Bible itself that 
Luther and many others claimed that the Bible contradicted the 
teachings and practices of the Roman Catholic Church. Luther was 
himself an Augustinian monk and capable scholar who later trans
lated the Bible into German so that it would be available to ordinary 
people to read in their own language without having to master 
Latin. 

Again, it is very important to emphasize that this idea that the 
Bible alone is the authority for making judgments about faith is 
not the same as the American fundamentalist claim that the Bible 
is literally true and can be used to make judgments about cosmol
ogy and physics. Further, whereas it is true that the Protestant 
Reformation indeed coincided with some broad sweeping political 
and economic reforms that broke down old structures of power and 
authority and replaced those with more democratic or even popu
list structures, it is not the case that these changes entailed a re
jection of the need for scholarship, study and education to under
stand the Bible. In other words, the European Protestant Reforma
tion cannot be equated with the uniquely American fundamentalist 
movement in terms of its endorsement of the authority of common 
sense inspiration and the promotion of a literal interpretation of 
the Bible. In fact, the RP tradition continued to promote scholar
ship, science, and critical examination of various interpretations of 
the Bible. The anti-intellectual stance of American fundamental
Ism altogether inconsistent with the RP tradition. 

Priesthood ofAll Believers 
The concept of the priesthood of all believers was part of the RP 

tradition's rejection of Roman Catholic authority as represented in 



the offices of the priesthood as a special caste within the social or
der. By asserting that each individual Christian was his or her own 
priest, the RP tradition not only undermined the authority of the 
priestly class and the Roman Catholic institutions, this relocation 
of the authority for faith in the Bible and in the believing individ
ual had the effect of promoting multiple interpretations of the Bi
ble and democratizing epistemological authority. The Roman 
Catholic Church no longer controlled what the Bible meant, and 
priests were no longer the only ones with knowledge about matters 
of faith. 

By asserting that the individual Christian and his or her en
counter with the Bible was the basis for making judgments about 
faith, this double relocation of authority meant that proper inter
pretation of the scriptures no longer resided solely in Rome. The 
RP tradition opened the door to multiple interpretations of scrip
ture by decentralizing the whole matter of scriptural interpreta
tion. The translation of the Bible from original languages into local 
languages and the gradual replacement of the Latin Bible carried 
the process further so that, by the 19th Century, the RP tradition 
was the main impetus for the development of historical critical 
study of the Bible. 

Historical Critical Study of the Bible 
In contrast to fundamentalist rejection of a historical critical 

examination of the Bible, the RP tradition has taken the view that 
historical critical study not only desirable but needs to be pro
moted. The 19th century archeological and philological studies of 
the Bible were inspired by the doctrines of the authority of the 
scripture and of the believer. It is as if the RP response to these 
doctrines was: If the Bible is the sole authority for faith, then let's 
use every means available to us to find out everything we can 
about the text and what it says. Similarly, if every believer is his or 
her own priest, then let's do everything we can to educate the 
clergy with the best tools we have so that they can, in turn, go out 
and educate the laity. As can be seen in both Europe and the U. S. 
the Protestant churches were among the strongest supporters of 
education and the advancement of science and scientific institu
tions. From the 19th century well into the 20th century, the RP tra
dition was a driving force for both secular and religious education. 
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Modern Science is an Outgrowth of the RP Tradition 
One of the side effects of the Protestant Reformation was that, 

with the displacement of the religious authority of the Roman 
Catholic Church in matters of theology, some discrediting of the 
then dominant Aristotelian authority in matters of nature also 
occurred. The great medieval synthesis of Aristotle and the Bible 
fell. Whether or not modern science would have emerged without 
the Reformation, we can never know, but there is little doubt that 
the Reformation certainly did not stand in the way of modern sci
ence and may have in fact been helpful, if not in fact germinal 
(Butterfield, 1957; Deason, 1986; Merton, 1970). The displacement 
of Aristotelian physics by modern empirically based concepts took 
many years, and the gradual shift to the Copernican cosmology 
did not occur quickly, but the seeds of doubt planted by the impact 
of the decentralizing of authority in the Reformation helped to 
grow a different physics and cosmology. In his doctoral disserta
tion of 1939 and echoing Weber's claims about the influence of 
Protestantism (Weber, 1958), Merton claimed that the habits of 
mind and culture found in 17th century English Puritanism ac
counted for his finding that many more of the new class of scien
tists came from Puritan stock than from other groups (Merton, 
1970). Merton's claims have been variously misinterpreted and 
disputed, but there seems to be little doubt that the Protestant 
aim to show the wisdom of God's hand in nature was certainly one 
of many other propelling social influences in the vocational calling 
of young English students to a life in the new field of science. 

With the growth of modern science from the 17th century and 
well into the present, there has also occurred an increasing secu
larization of Western culture. Many have viewed this seculariza
tion as undesirable and the lamentable consequence of the growth 
of modern science, as scientific knowledge replaced religious 
(especially fundamentalist) faith. The fundamentalists' circling of 
the wagons to oppose scientific advance because they viewed the 
expansion of science as discrediting their faith and the "truth" of 
the Bible is actually not at all consistent with the RP tradition. It 
will certainly come as a shock to many, even to some non
fundamentalist Christians, but a case can be made that the RP tra
dition itself promotes this increasing secularization. In other 



words, the RP tradition as here presented is consistent with a secu
larizing movement within Christianity itself. After all, it should be 
remembered that much of what appears in the New Testament, 
both in the sayings of Jesus and in the theology of Paul, was di
rected to the reformation and even outright rejection of the domi
nant religious tradition of the day, Pharisaical Judaism. Christian
ity as presented in the New Testament is a rather radical affair 
and calls into question not only the civil authority of the day but 
also, and especially, the theological and religious authority of the 
day (Myers, 1988). 

One of the most striking examples of this embrace of seculariza
tion from within Christian theology comes from Bonhoeffer's let
ters from his prison cell composed nine months before Nazi cap
tors murdered him in April, 1945. Bonhoeff'er had begun thinking 
about the displacement of the various versions of God that sur
vived in Western thought through the Enlightenment, and he be
gan to see that this God of reason was not the God of the Bible and 
the New Testament in particular. Rather than circle the wagons 
and retreat from the increasingly secularized world without this 
God of reason, Bonhoeffer sought a way to affirm the God of the 
Bible and still to affirm as well the passing of the God of the 
Enlightenment, what he referred to as the God hypothesis. Rather 
than speak of secularization with its negative connotations, Bon
hoeffer cast the developments positively in terms of "the world 
come of age" (Bethge, 1970). The following is from a letter dated 
July 16, 1944 to his friend and fellow pastor, Eberhard Bethge. 

There is no longer any need for God as a working hypothesis, 
whether in morals, politics or science. Nor is there any need for 
such a God in religion or philosophy (Feuerbach). In the name of 
intellectual honesty these working hypotheses should be dropped 
or dispensed with as far as possible. A scientist or a physician 
who seeks to provide edification is a hybrid. 

At this point nervous souls start asking what room there is left 
for God now. And being ignorant of the answer they write off the 
whole development which has brought them to this pass. As I 
said in an earlier letter, various emergency exits have been de
vised to deal with this situation .... There isn't any such way, at 
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any rate not at the cost of deliberately abandoning our intellec
tual sincerity. The only way is that of Matthew 18.3, i.e. through 
repentance, through ultimate honesty. And the only way to be 
honest is to recognize that we have to live in the world etsi deus 
non daretur [as if God were not there]. And this is just what we 
do see - before God! So our coming of age forces us to a true rec
ognition of our situation vis a vis God. God is teaching us that we 
must live as men who can get along very well without him. The 
God who is with us is the God who forsakes us (Mark 15.34 [At 
three o'clock Jesus cried out with a loud voice, "Eloi, Eloi, lema 
sabachthani?" which means, ''My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me?"]). The God who makes us live in this world with
out him as a working hypothesis is the God before whom we are 
ever standing. Before God and with him we live without God. 
God allows himself to be edged out of the world and on to the 
cross. God is weak and powerless in the world, and that is exactly 
the way, the only way, in which he can be with us and help us. 
Matthew 8.17 [This was to fulfill what had been spoken through 
the prophet Isaiah, "He took our infirmities and bore our dis
eases."] makes it crystal clear that it is not by his omnipotence 
that Christ helps us, but by his weakness and suffering 
(Bonhoeffer, 1954, p. 163-164). 

Though he did not live to finish the work, Bonhoeffer envisioned 
the possibility that western culture could come to terms with the 
God of the New Testament in a fresh way that might free theologi
cal thinking from the heavy overlay of rationalist influence and re
discover the meaning of Biblical Christianity. 

This is the decisive difference between Christianity and all relig
ions. Man's religiosity makes him look in his distress to the 
power of God in the world; he uses God as a Deus ex Machina. 
The Bible however directs him to the powerlessness of the suffer
ing of God; only a suffering God can help. To this extent we may 
say that the process we have described by which the world came 
of age was an abandonment of a false conception of God, and a 
clearing of the decks for the God of the Bible, who conquers 
power and space in the world by his weakness. This must be the 



starting point for our 'worldly' interpretation (Bonhoeffer, 1954, 
p.164). 

To live as a Christian in a world come of age, God can no longer 
be used as a crutch or a rescuer from on high as in Greek drama 
where the god out of machine comes and saves the day. In
stead, to become a Christian in a world come of age is to take seri
ously the folly and the scandal of the cross where God shows him
self to be powerless, defeated and driven from the world, yet still 
for us and still coming after us. 

The RP tradition offers a way to deal with the intellectual con· 
tradictions between the traditions of Athens and the traditions of 
Jerusalem. One does not have to choose either the confining option 
of scientism or the intellectually bankrupt option of fundamental
ism. A further illustration of the fruitfulness of this RP tradition 
can be seen in the manner in which it deals with issues of evolu
tion and intelligent design. 

Evolution and Intelligent Design Within the Reformed 
Protestant Tradition 

Issues raised in the current controversy about the so called con
flict between Christian versus scientific accounts of the origins of 
the universe and of human life are actually quite non-controversial 
from the standpoint of the RP tradition. As with most other Chris
tian traditions, the founding documents for a doctrine of creation 
are the first two chapters of the book of Genesis. However, in stark 
contrast to fundamentalist interpretations, these founding docu
ments are in no way taken to be literally true in the ways that fun
damentalism intends literal truth. The RP tradition poses signifi
cant objections to fundamentalist interpretation of the two sepa
rate creation stories found in Genesis. 

Two Biblical Accounts of Creation 
A first objection is that there no literal truth to the Biblical 

texts. We are now well over two thousand years removed from the 
origins of these texts. The texts themselves are editorial compila
tions from different periods in the history of Israel and, as such, 
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reflect the issues and concerns of those who compiled them 
(Eissfeldt, 1965). In the first two chapters of Genesis, there are two 
quite different accounts of creation, so the fundamentalist is pre
sented with an immediate problem. Which story correct? Did 
God create humans before (2nd story) or after story) plants and 
other vegetation? Did the male come first and then the female (2nd 
story) or were both created at the same time story)? 

There is no stepping outside the hermeneutical circle (Gadamer, 
1975). Every understanding of the Biblical texts is an interpretive 
act, including those understandings rendered from within funda
mentalist perspectives. As previously noted, the interpretive acts of 
fundamentalism rest upon a number of irrational assumptions. For 
example, if every word of the Bible is correct as it stands (and in 
the King James translation at that!), the so called inerrancy doc
trine, then the fundamentalist eventually has to throw out logic 
and reason at every turn including the two sets of Biblical texts on 
creation. Never mind any presumed contradictions between the 
texts and modern scientific accounts of origins. The Biblical texts 
themselves present ample irreconcilable differences and contradic
tions between each other. Fundamentalism presumes we can read 
an English translation of a compiled set of Hebrew texts patched 
together by at least two quite complex editorial processes, them
selves separated by several hundred years from each other, and 
further separated from us by over 2000 years, and then discern the 
meaning of the words with little more than an eighth grade educa
tion. This is preposterous and the height of conceit. 

Fundamentalists and scientists are both in error when these 
interpreters make the common assumption that the Biblical crea
tion stories can be taken as answers to the questions that we might 
raise regarding origins of the universe and the origins of human 
life. To pose our modern scientific questions regarding the physical 
explanation for the origins of matter or the biochemical explana
tion for the origins of life is something that we do now and not 
something that compilers of the Biblical texts did then. To pose 
these questions of the Biblical texts is to misuse the texts and to 
fail utterly to understand their theological use and intent. It is 
noteworthy that the question about the physical origins of the uni
verse was not that important to Aristotle and hence to the theologi



ans of the middle ages (Funkenstein, 1986, p. 324-325). More 
prominent then was the notion that the order of the world was set 
and remained the same forever as it had always been. Physical 
theorizing did not concern itself with the beginning of the universe 
because, consistent with Greek cosmology, the universe was pre
sumed to have always been and would continue to be forever. 
In some respects, fundamentalism as it appears today is itself a 
type of misguided reaction to modern scientific interests in ques
tions about the origins of the universe and of human life. Funda
mentalism and scientism are on the same page when it comes to 
their approach to the Biblical texts that are the foundation for a 
theological doctrine of creation. Both fundamentalism and scien
tism approach the texts seeking cause and effect types of answers, 
and both miss entirely a theological interpretation of the texts. 

The creation stories were not intended to be used to provide a 
kind of "rational" accounting or causal explanation for the facts of 
the universe and the fact of human life. Doing that kind of inter
pretive act is to attribute to the Biblical text compilers a problem 
focus they never had. To ridicule the stories as naIve from a mod
ern scientific point of view (scientism) is just as silly as to pretend 
that the stories were some alternative accounting of the sort that 
modern science offers (fundamentalism). The texts were not assem
bled to answer these questions of ours. Moreover, the texts have 
been used for other purposes for centuries in both Jewish and 
Christian theological traditions. Using the texts in the ways of both 
fundamentalism and scientism like using the Sears catalogue to 
classify mental disorders. It is a misuse of the texts and a category 
mistake (Ryle, 1949) of the highest order (e.g. "What kind of mov
ies does your toothache watch?"). Our questions are not the ques
tions the story compilers addressed, nor are our questions the theo
logical questions the texts still address. 

Instead of addressing our questions of astronomy, geophysics, 
and biology, the Biblical texts of Genesis were compiled to address 
theological questions and concerns. That is also how the texts are 
used and interpreted within the RP tradition. The evidence for this 
focus of the texts comes from historical, critical study of the texts. 
The Biblical texts are focused on showing the hearers why the He
brew God is both the true God and the unitary one God who de
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serves reverence and worship as against all other gods. This is the 
God who is so important and so powerful that this God created all 
that is before us. This is the God from whence everything issues, 
and this act of creation is an act of God's free will (Bonhoeffer, 
1959). The world-and we humans-might never have been here 
at all but for the act of this God who comes to us and comes looking 
for us. The central aim of the texts is to declare the sovereignty of 
God over all things. The creation stories are assembled in light of 
the exodus experience from Egypt and are assimilated into the his
torical type of thinking characteristic of the Hebrew tradition and 
subsequently carried further by the Christian tradition. The found
ing event and defining encounter with God in the Hebrew tradi
tions is the exodus from Egypt, and the analogous founding event 
in Christian traditions is the death and resurrection of Jesus as 
the Christ. I will say more about this below, but the point is that 
thought is organized more along the lines of the temporal dimen
sion than along the lines of the material dimension. Creation 
part of history and specifically the history of God acting repeatedly 
to seek out humans. The overarching story is about the faithful
ness of this particular god to a particular group and then to all of 
humanity. 

In addition to stating the importance and power of God, there is 
an emphasis on order and the place of humans within a certain or
der. The first creation story proceeds some ordering of the proc
ess by which various parts of creation came to be (Pannenberg & 
Peters, 1993). The order is more liturgical than it is natural, or bio
logical and cosmological. The order is to remind worshipers of their 
place relative to the preeminent place of God. 

The account of creation found in the first chapter of Genesis 
(Gen L I-II, 4a) is actually the most recent and was likely compiled 
during the period of exile after the fall of Jerusalem (circa 587 
BCE). This account of creation belongs to the Priestly (P) tradition 
of writings that were collected over generations from both oral and 
written traditions and used primarily in worship and teaching 
(l\iletzger, Coogan, & Oxford University Press., 1993). The linguis
tic forms reflect the rhythm of worship, and the refrains built into 
the passages are consistent with Temple practices. The three
tiered cosmology reflected in the text is the cosmology of heaven, 



earth, and waters under the earth, the very same cosmology of the 
surrounding Babylonian culture. Elements of this first creation 
story were no doubt quite ancient and show signs of oral tradition 
going back to the first half of the third millennium BCE (Rad, 
1962). Of course they had the cosmology wrong, but that is of no 
concern because the text is not a book on physics or cosmology, and 
we would correctly never dream that we should first consult the 
Bible to determine the coordinates for a modern satellite launch. 
The point of the text is theological, not scientific. The text uses the 
"science" of its time to make a theological claim (Rad, 1962). 

What does it mean today that the point of the text is theologi
cal? The point of the first creation story is to impress upon the 
hearers and reciters that the God of Israel is the one true god 
above all other gods because this God is transcendent, all powerful, 
and completely free to make the world, or not (Eichrodt, 1961). 
Anderson (1957) has summarized the theme of the Priestly (P) 
story as follows. 

The issue lies properly speaking, beyond the domain of science 
and is independent of any cosmology, whether ancient or modern. 
The purpose of the chapter is to declare that everything is de
pendent for its existence and meaning upon the sovereign God. 
Unlike ancient polytheistic myths, which depicted the birth of the 
gods out of the intermingling waters of chaos, P affIrms the holy 
transcendence of the Creator. The heavens declare his glory, but 
he is not a part or a process of his creation. Nothing is independ
ent, self-created, self-sustaining, but all things are dependent 
upon the sovereign will of God. If it were not for his power, which 
holds creation in existence, the world would revert to primeval 
and meaningless chaos (Anderson, 1957, pp. 385-386). 

This is a text that makes a claim about God and uses the fact of 
the world to do so. It is not so much a text about the world as it is a 
text about the nature of God as understood from the cumulative 
traditions of Israel. It is not addressed to the concerns of science 
either modern or ancient. Rather, it is addressed to one of Wittgen
stein's imponderable questions: Why is there something and not 
nothing (Monk, 1990)? Theological thinking is all about imponder
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abIes. It is thinking that occurs at the boundaries of thought and 
language. One might say this is nonsense, but then within the RP 
tradition, the central manifestation of God is "non sense" or the 
absolute paradox (Kierkegaard, 1962; Kierkegaard, Swenson, Low
rie, & American-Scandinavian Foundation., 1941). As echoed 
throughout Pauline theology, the idea that God took on human 
form is folly to the Greeks who valued reason above all, and the 
picture of a crucified God is offensive to the Jews who expected a 
triumphant messiah. 

The second creation story (Gen II. 4b-25) is strikingly different 
from the first in both tone and content. In some respects, the only 
thing the two versions of creation have in common is some account
ing of the creation of humans. The second story is most likely older 
with respect of compilation and tradition of origin (10th century 
BeE) (Bright, 1959). This second story comes from a different 
strand of writings referred to as the Jahweh (J) source. The focus 
of this story is on the relationship of God and humans, and the 
scope is very personal and confined in time and space to a small 
oasis in a vast surrounding of dry land. The grand vision of the P 
story is missing in the J story, which is much simpler, with imme
diate rivers and trees and animals. The scope of the J story is the 
immediate surroundings; the tone of the story is about the involve
ment of God with the first man and woman. Elements of the story 
were clearly borrowed from mythological accounts of the surround
ing cultures (Vriezen, 1967). In this version of creation, God is por
trayed as having a close personal relationship to his creatures and 
even speaks directly to them. In this respect, the story reflects the 
covenant relationship of the God who was first recognized by 
in the exodus from Egypt, and that historical connection now 
read backwards all the way to the beginning of human life where 
creation is part of the same history (Eicln-odt, 1961). concern is 
not to give a causal account of the origins of human life, but rather 
to connect up those origins (whatever the causal account) with the 
God of first encountered in the community experience of the 
exodus from Egypt. The theological point is that humans belong to 
God, and God comes searching for and seeking them out. Also, hu
mans are created and therefore subordinate. Humans are not the 
creators but are instead the created. The same type of backward 
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movement from a later event to the OrIgms of life itself occurs 
within the Christian traditions where the origins of life are linked 
to the birth, death and resurrection of Christ. As with the exodus, 
once there an encounter with the risen Christ, all previous 
events get interpreted backward in light of that encounter. 

From an RP perspective, the theological doctrine of creation a 
separate matter from the scientific analysis of how the universe 
came to be within physics and how humans came about within bio
logical processes. Claims that God created the world and also hu
man beings are not claims of scientific knowledge: they are rather 
claims of religious faith. These claims assert the sovereignty of God 
over all of life and even over the physical universe. If the best ex
planation we can offer is some version of the big bang theory for 
the origin of the physical world, then that is the best we can do for 
now, and there is no reason to set that claim over against the theo
logical claim that God is first in importance even before the physi
cal world. The "knowledge" that God is first and the focus of ulti
mate concern (Tillich, 1958, 1967) existential and issues from the 
experience of an encounter with God (in the exodus and/or in the 
cross). The religious person encounters the living God as real and 
then looks back to see that the world and life issue from God. That 
is a different type of thinking and a different type of experience 
than the thinking and experience of scientific analysis. The fact 
that it is a different type of thinking does not mean that it of 
lesser value. It is no more remarkable than the fact that an astro
physicist can suspend formal scientific training and look into the 
night sky and see the heavens as a curved and vaulted dome hang
ing over the earth (Heelan, 1983). Analytic and calculative think
ing is performed for certain purposes with desired results and 
other types of thinking for other purposes with different types of 
results (Heidegger, 1968, 1969). As a manifestation of Western cul
ture, the RP tradition straddles the fence between Athens and Je
rusalem but does so with a strong tilt toward Jerusalem. In reject
ing the authority of the Roman Catholic Church, the RP tradition 
opened not only a door to modern, as opposed to Aristotelian sci
ence (Butterfield, 1957; Merton, 1970), but also a door to reinter
pretation of Greek culture different from the scholastic tradition. 
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Theological Reasons to Reject Intelligent Design 
Within the RP tradition, the doctrine of creation is a theological 

interpretation of the aforementioned two texts from Genesis. In 
terms of the recent versions of creationism that travel under the 
banner of intelligent design, the doctrine of creation within the RP 
tradition has much to say that is mostly criticaL This includes re
jection of arguments from perceived "design" in nature and by ab
duction back to God as well as arguments from natural religion 
such as those recently proposed by cognitive anthropology and evo
lutionary psychology. 

A great deal of ink and hot air has been expended on the so 
called intelligent design debates. What is most remarkable about 
much of this exchange is just how unintelligent it is with respect to 
theology. From the standpoint of RP tradition, there is no need to 
appeal to some intelligent designer because the doctrine of creation 
is about the sovereignty of God and not some alternative to the 
best scientific explanations for the origins of the universe and of 
human life. The doctrine of creation no need to invent a story 
about the signs of intelligence in the universe because God is re
vealed, not through nature and its many wonders, but instead 
through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ which suffi
cient and is the basis for the encounter with God. The god of the 
deist (Einstein, Paley, and Jefferson), the god of the pantheist, and 
the god(s) of the Greeks are, none of them, the God of RP tradition. 
Although it makes perfect sense that the blending of the cultures of 
Athens and Jerusalem in the context of the Enlightenment would 
lead to explorations in natural theology even within the RP tradi
tion' the strand of RP tradition that I am emphasizing is one that 
rejects locating the divine in the natural and rejects naturalistic 
means and strivings to reach up to or out to God. Instead, this 
strand emphasizes that God comes to humans and no human ca
pacity for reason is the means to engineer such an encounter 
(Barth, Bromiley, & Torrance, 2004). God is the wholly other (Otto, 
1958) who chooses to reveal himself, and no amount of application 
of human capacities can bring that about or make that happen. 
God is outside of nature as the one who created nature out of noth
ing (Bonhoeffer, 1959). Theological thinking from the RP tradition 
of this strand has no need of naturalistic accounts of religious faith 
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other than as interesting of intellectual argumentation. 
The very idea that one could come to Christian faith "by reason 
alone" is rejected from the outset. 

Appeals to design as evidence for God or as reasons to believe 
are missing the point from the RP tradition. As such, their flaws 
are more interesting than their strengths. For example, most argu
ments for seeing design in nature are based on faulty analogical 
reasoning. The classic example is Paley's analogy of God as watch
maker (Paley, 1831). As Hume noted well before Paley's argument, 
the problem is that whereas we can and do know the means by 
which the watch was made, we have no evidence that the causal 
mechanistic process by which the universe was "made" is of a like 
kind (Hume, 1965). Collins (1967) summarized the Humean objec
tion as follows. 

In the design argument, it is not simply a case of arguing from 
like effects to like causes in some degree. The real task is to show 
that the natural world must be construed as a crafted effect at all, 
in the sense of being the outcome of a making process somewhat 
similar to the process of making on the part of the intelligent hu
man maker. The very aboriginality and uniqueness of the cos
mogonic making process prevents it from belonging in a wider 
class of makings which men can experience, and hence prevent 
the design analogy from having that experiential basis required 
for a sound analogical argument in everyday and scientific 
inquiry (Collins, 1967, p. 56, italics added). 

With the aid of high energy physics and advanced technologies 
such a super colliders, humans may be able to have some experi
ence by analogy and that experience has pointed increasingly to 
stochastic processes and not toward some design, intelligent or oth
erwise. The same appears to be true in the case of human origins, 
where Darwinian processes of random genetic variation and natu
ral selection are sufficient and not in need of some hidden hand 
doing the "designing." the history of recent human thought, 
every attempt to make this case (ironically to the god of the 
Greeks) with some reference to intelligent design, as the basis for 
creationism, has been profoundly refuted by the available evidence 
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(Kitcher, 1982, 2007). The creationist strategy has been to presume 
there was a crafter and then search selectively for evidence to sup
port some version of that presumption and also to identify so called 
hard cases that appear to defy random variation and selection as 
the mechanism of species differentiation. By any rational stan
dards, it simply has not worked. The doctrine of creation is not 
about science and matters of fact; it is instead about theology and 
matters of faith. In that sense it is important to understand and to 
reiterate the historicizing process of theological thinking which lo
cates the significance of creation in a certain way of thinking about 
time. 

Creation as History and the Place ofHumans in Theological Time 
As we have already noted, the Biblical conception of time is dif

ferent from the Greek conception of time. In Greek cosmology, time 
is cyclical and the world does not have a beginning; it simply is and 
always has been. In contrast, the Judeo-Christian tradition has 
more of a linear conception of time where there is some notion of 
beginning and end. Human time (chronos) happens between the 
beginning and the end, and humans only have some vague intima
tion of the beginning and the end through religious faith and reve
lation. 

The significance of creation is not the agency of God as a first 
cause but is rather the starting point for the beginning of time and 
history, which is still in process of playing out. In that theological 
sense, it really does not matter what story we tell about the physics 
or the material constitution of the universe. From a theological 
point of view, what matters is that humans have a significance 
that comes from and belongs to their relationship to God. That re
lationship is one of creature belonging to creator. What is more, the 
creature is made responsible for the care of the creation. In that 
sense, there may indeed be some rapprochement between theologi
cally literate Christians and atheist biologists such as Wilson 
(2006) who are concerned for the preservation of biological diver
sity on the earth. 
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Concluding Remarks 

American culture has stayed far from its European heritage, 
and this has been particularly stark in the sphere of religious life 
among Christians. The rise of Christian fundamentalism in the 
U.S. has obscured the rich heritage of the RP tradition and has 
made it unnecessarily difficult for people to be at once scientifically 
sophisticated and religiously committed. There is a way out of this 
dilemma, and the way is to reject fundamentalism. 

If fundamentalism is strikingly wrong headed, scientism is 
equally halfhearted. We can no more throw out the Jerusalem side 
of our culture than the fundamentalist can throw out the Athens 
side. The task before us has been, and remains, the task of getting 
head and heart together without losing either one. 
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