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Reflections 

on Teaching 

at the 

Interface of 

Science and 

Religion 

Joseph W. Shane, Shippensburg University 

 

Origins Story  

“Dr. Shane, you are not taking this seriously and you 

need to.” A graduate student in my science methods 

course took me to task for my indifference about the 

2005 Kitzmiller v. Dover Area School Board trial that 

was adjudicated in a federal courthouse in Harrisburg, 

just up the interstate from my workplace, Shippens-

burg University, where I had begun a new phase of my 

career teaching chemistry and training secondary 

science educators. Looking back, I am grateful for 

Kyle’s candor.  

Since then, teaching about relationships between 

science and religion has become a central part of my 

professional and missional life. Within academic 

circles, conference presentations, science education 

journal articles, annual Darwin Day lectures, and an 

interdisciplinary honors seminar eventually led to a 

group of us publishing a primer through the National 

Science Teaching Association, Making Sense of Science 

and Religion: Strategies for the Classroom and 

Beyond (2020). 

Outside of academia, I have taught short courses at 

regional PC(USA) churches and public libraries. 
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Church-based outreach, especially to combined adult 

and youth Sunday school classes, has provided some of 

the most meaningful experiences of my teaching 

career. It is quite different from science education, 

which emphasizes contemporary content and 

technological skills, and teacher education, that is 

based on an apprenticeship, theory-in-practice model.  

Sabbatical Project with the Dialogue on 

Science, Ethics, and Religion (DoSER) Program 

In 2020, I took a sabbatical leave to focus specifically 

on pedagogical concerns rather than historical, 

philosophical, and theological issues at the interface of 

science and religion. I am grateful for the DoSER 

(Dialogue on Science, Ethics, & Religion) program at 

the American Association for the Advancement of 

Science (AAAS) for naming me a Visiting Scholar 

during a pandemic year.  

I primarily focused on studying peer-reviewed, 

empirical research (both quantitative and qualitative) 

as well as commentaries from experienced educators 

and institutions where teaching about relationships 

between religion and science are explicit goals. This 

included long-term projects such as Oxford’s 

Argumentation in Religion and Science (OARS) 

program, the Faraday Institute’s Learning about 

Science and Religion (LASAR) initiative, The New 

Biology led by Michael Reiss, President of the 

International Society for Science and Religion (ISSR), 

and the Smithsonian’s Human Origins Program.  

Beyond the United States, research participants 

included Tibetan monks, Christian students in 

Thailand, a rural Mexican community, Israeli science 

teachers from multiple faith traditions, indigenous 

teachers from various African countries, Muslim 

teachers in Senegal, and Lebanese biology students.  

Here I summarize four “take home” messages from my 

study and review that guide my current practice. 

Balance epistemology (what you know) and ontology 

(who you are) 

There is some truth to the slogan, “science doesn’t care 

what you believe,” but this can be pedagogically 

detrimental when empirical knowledge may contradict 

or even threaten individual, intergenerational, and 

communal religious beliefs and core identities. I made 

that mistake more than once in my early outreach.  

Beliefs, experience, and identity may be ancillary in 

science, but they are vital in science-and-religion 

education. Emphasizing autobiography and exploring 

the origins of one’s beliefs through history, 

anthropology, and sociology are useful classroom 

approaches that may have more in common with 

humanities and religious education.    

Conflict is not inevitable, but tension is necessary  

Any learning theory supports adapting to new 

experiences, knowledge, and beliefs. Discomfort and a 

sense of being off-balance are necessary precursors, but 

it is important for teachers to recognize the sources of 

tension that students of any age may have with 

relationships between their understanding of the 

natural world and their faith.  

Prematurely focusing on contemporary, “hot button” 

issues may generate stifling conflict and prompt 

intellectual retreat and retrenchment. Create tension 

wisely with historical case studies, science-religion role 

models, and examples beyond students’ immediate 

context.  

Mutual trust and risk  

Trust between teacher and student is an obvious 

condition for enduring classroom learning. Risk, 

however, may often be considered in one direction, 

namely that students must take risks about what they 

know and who they are.  

At the science-religion interface, educators also assume 

some risk, since students will have varied, often 

opposing, perspectives. Teaching in this space requires 

participation by all, and that will involve a degree of 

intellectual and existential risk when considering the 

arguments and experiences of others. 

Make peace 

Finally, I suggest that peacemaking be a central goal of 

science-religion pedagogy, where an admixture of 

epistemology and ontology will not, and should not, 

lead to any predetermined outcome or destination set 

by the instructor. Some will reconcile their religious 

beliefs with a newfound understanding of science. 

Others may become more sympathetic atheists. For 

those who were questioning the faith of their youth, the 

science-religion classroom may send them off with 

more perspective and confidence.  

Peacemaking is not for the faint of heart, but nor does 

it require comprehensive expertise. If you are able, as 

sociologist of religion Elaine Ecklund recommends, to 

serve as a science-religion “boundary pioneer,” you can 

participate in this vital mission. (NOTE: Zooming in 

guest speakers was a great way to wrap up classes!) 

 

Joseph “Joe” W. Shane, is Professor of Chemistry and Science 
Education at Shippensburg University, Pennsylvania, where 

he teaches an Honors course, Science, Religion, Self, and 
Society. Joe is also a member of PASTCF’s board. 
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Report on 

Spring PASTCF 

Board Meeting  

Jim Miller 

SciTech† Secretary 

 

The Board of the Presbyterian Association on Science, 

Technology and the Christian Faith met in Chicago, 

April 23-25. The meeting was held at the headquarters 

of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 

(ELCA), in conjunction with the annual gathering of 

the Ecumenical Roundtable on Science, Technology, 

and the Church. 

The Roundtable came together in 1990, as a meeting of 

representatives of various denominations’ science and 

Christian faith initiatives. Denominational 

representation has waxed and waned over the years 

and is currently comprised of only the ELCA’s Lutheran 

Alliance for Faith, Science, and Technology and 

PASTCF. For the last two years, though, representatives 

from the Institute for Theological Encounter with 

Science and Technology (ITEST), a Roman Catholic-

related initiative, participated as observers. Looking 

ahead, ITEST’s involvement in the Roundtable will 

likely increase and that group plans to host the 2027 

Roundtable, to be held in St. Louis. 

PASTCF’s 2026 Board meeting was lively, engaging, 

and productive. Several of the Board’s decisions, 

recommendations, and actions are noted below. The 

Board welcomes comments and questions from 

PASTCF members. Communication may be addressed 

to PASTCF’s president, Mark Douglas, other PASTCF 

officers, or other PASTCF Board members. 

• New Board Members: Two new Board members 

were introduced: James “Jim” E. Bidlack and 

Joseph “Joe” W. Shane. Jim is professor of biology 

at the University of Central Oklahoma and Joe is 

professor of chemistry and science education at 

Shippensburg University, Pennsylvania. 

• Awards/Recognitions: The Board chose 2026 

recipients of the Daniel W. Martin Science as 

Christian Vocation recognition and the Kenneth E. 

McCall Excellence in Science, Technology, and 

Christian Faith Ministry recognition. Both will be 

announced during September’s online meeting. 

• PASTCF Archives: PASTCF is working to 

establish an archive of the organization’s 

documents by donating them to the Presbyterian 

Historical Society site at Columbia Theological 

Seminary. Following the signing of a formal 

agreement to that effect, the first set of documents 

is anticipated to be delivered in the fall of 2026. 

• Domiciling: PASTCF was originally incorporated 

as a non-profit in Pennsylvania but has not had a 

corporate office there since 2007. A Memorandum 

of Understanding (MOU) between PASTCF and 

Union Presbyterian Seminary, Richmond, VA, is 

being reviewed that would locate PASTCF’s 

corporate address at Union. 

• Nominating Committee: Arnold Rots will be 

asked to chair the 2026 PASTCF Nominating 

Committee and to work with the Board to identify 

the two additional Committee members. 

• Advisory Board Members: Participation by our 

collegiate and seminary advisory members in 

Board meetings has been irregular and identifying 

successor advisory members has been difficult. No 

decision was made and discussion of advisory 

Board members will continue. 

• Treasurer’s Report: While PASTCF remains 

financially solvent, transition to the new website 

has led, in part, to a reduction in renewals of 

PASTCF membership in 2026. PASTCF Secretary, 

Jim Miller, reported that only about 20% of current 

members have created profiles on PASTCF’s 

website. Currently, members who have profiles 

receive a notice, 30-days in advance, that their 

renewal will soon be due. PASTCF’s webmaster will 

add online ways for members to change their level 

of membership and opt-in for auto-renewal of 

membership dues. Members could also cancel 

online auto-renewal. 

• Presently, members can make two kinds of 

donations beyond membership dues: to the 

organization’s general fund or to the PASTCF 

endowment. The endowment is maintained in two 

PC(USA)-related accounts: the New Covenant 

Trust account and the PC(USA) Foundation Trust 

account. Funds in the former account are 

accessible, while those in the latter account were 

given in perpetuity; that account’s interest may be 

used by PASTCF but the principal is not accessible.  

• Secretary’s Report:  

▪ Of the 131 total current PASTCF members 

(including all membership categories), only 28 

have established profile pages and renewed their 

membership on the website. That constitutes 

approximately 20% of the members.  

▪ The Board adopted a motion to establish a 

Membership and Publicity Committee. An initial 

task for the Committee will be to review the role 
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and selection of advisory board members (see 

above). 

• Conversation with Aimee Moiso of the 

Advisory Committee on Social Witness 

Policy (ACSWP): Points of common interest 

were noted, between ACSWP’s concerns for public 

policy and PASTCF’s position that advocacy for 

such policies include not only theological and 

ethical considerations but also the established 

scientific and technological dimensions of the 

policies and information related to them. 

Conversation also included the mutual interest 

both ACSWP and PASTCF have in matters of 

congregational-level education within the 

denomination. PASTCF may explore ways it can 

interact with the Association of Partners in 

Christian Education (APCE), and other 

denominationally-related groups, about possibly 

collaborating on developing science, technology, 

and Christian faith educational materials.  

• Conversation with Teri Ott, Editor of 

Presbyterian Outlook: Contributions of articles 

to the Outlook, written by PASTCF members, 

would optimally be focused on specific issues 

rather than the broader topic of science and 

theology/religion. The Outlook website needs 

online content and articles for the print version. 

• Discussion with PASTCF’s Webmaster: 

Topics included technical matters related to the 

ongoing development and implementation of 

PASTCF’s website, including the process of online 

membership renewal, possibly adding a planned 

giving webpage, and introducing specific donation 

amounts with named levels of contributions (e.g., 

Bronze, Silver, Gold, Platinum). 

• SciTech†: Full access to online versions of the 

four most recent issues of SciTech† is available 

exclusively to PASTCF members; earlier online 

issues are available to the public. One or two 

“teaser” articles from each new online issue of 

SciTech† is open to the public. 

• PC(USA) General Assembly: Because of the 

post-pandemic structuring of General Assembly 

meetings, there is no longer a means by which 

PASTCF can be present there in any formal 

capacity. The only way PASTCF can address issues 

is to communicate with a commissioner, who sits 

on the standing committee to which an issue is 

assigned, or participate in the online public 

hearing of a Standing Committee. General 

Assemblies were one of the main ways that 

PASTCF publicized itself to the denomination. 

Thus, a primary opportunity for bringing PASTCF 

to the attention of a larger audience is now lost. 

• Facebook/Instagram Pages: In addition to the 

Facebook PASTCF group, a Facebook PASTCF page 

will be created and paired with a PASTCF 

Instagram page.  

• Webinars: The board agreed that PASTCF should 

plan two or three webinars each year.  

• Fall PASTCF Annual Membership Meeting 

Public Lecture: Several names were suggested as 

possible lecturers. The Board will follow up on the 

suggestions and extend an invitation.  

 

  

Board members (left to right) Leslie King, Kevin Cartee, Sandy Hawley, Rachelle McCalla, Lisa 
Schrott, Mark Douglas, Jim Miller, Joe Shane, and Hal Breitenberg. Photo taken at the ecumenical 

worship on the concluding day of the PASTCF Board and Ecumenical Roundtable meetings. 
Not pictured, Jim Bidlack. 
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President’s 

Column 

White, Bacon, and 

Nature 

Mark Douglas 

 

On March 2, 1962, Wilt Chamberlain scored 100 

points for his National Basketball Association team, the 

Philadelphia Warriors, as part of a 169-147 victory 

over the New York Knicks. Supposedly, one of Wilt’s 

teammates told a reporter after the game, “Tonight will 

be remembered for all of history as the night that Wilt 

and I combined to score 102 points.”  

The quote is made up; none of Chamberlain’s 

teammates scored exactly two points in the game. But 

maybe partly because the Knicks are again in the 

news—albeit this time for their winning ways—the 

phony quote has been echoing around in my head of 

late as a great illustration of the ways we can 

misattribute the magnitude of the various causes that 

have a significant impact.  

And maybe the reason I’ve been thinking about the 

incorrect attribution of significance, which can be given 

to different causal factors, is that 2026 marks the 500th 

anniversary of the death of Sir Francis Bacon, Viscount 

St. Alban and the Lord High Chancellor of England in 

the early 17th century. While Bacon’s titles would 

suggest that his most important labors were associated 

with English jurisprudence, his legacy has far more to 

do with his role in founding modern empiricism. Bacon 

argued that we could know things about the world 

purely through observing the natural world around us 

and reasoning, inductively, to conclusions based on 

those observations. Further, he argued that any other 

source of knowledge about the world (including 

knowledge based on faith commitments or rationalist 

logic) should be viewed with skepticism. Bacon’s 

argument, at least in its most general form, was a 

major driver of the scientific revolution. 

So what has Bacon’s empiricism to do with the bogus 

quote about Wilt and a teammate scoring a combined 

102 points? And why link the two to a question about 

incorrectly attributing the significance of something? 

Answering those questions will take a moment and 

involve a detour through Lynn White’s enormously 

consequential 1967 essay, “The Historical Roots of our 

Ecologic Crisis.” Hang on with me for a moment. 

White’s argument runs, roughly, like this: 

Christianity—or at least a particular and dominant 

flavor of Christianity associated with western thought—

is largely responsible for the environmental crises of 

the 20th (and now 21st) centuries. At the root of this 

responsibility is the fact that Christianity is not only an 

anthropocentric religion but one that worships a god 

who is distinct and separate from the natural world. As 

a result, Christians not only identify with a 

supernatural “other”; they resist identification with the 

natural world and instead favor a dualism between 

human beings and nature.  

This dualism, White argues, shaped western attitudes 

toward science and technology, that led to a time in 

which “no creature other than man has ever managed 

to foul its nest in such short order” and for which 

“Christianity bears a huge burden of guilt.”1 And while 

White does suggest that other expressions of 

Christianity might have alleviated or mediated this 

guilt, had they been followed (he favors, particularly, a 

rather idiosyncratic reading of St. Francis of Assisi), 

none of those expressions have been dominant and so 

Christianity’s guilt remains.  

When I write that White’s essay has been enormously 

consequential, I’m not hyperbolizing. Not only do I find 

reference to his essay in most of the books and articles 

I read that relate Christianity to contemporary 

environmental problems, but most of those books and 

articles that are written by Christian theologians treat 

White’s analysis as accurate and so begin their own 

arguments with a kind of confession/apology on behalf 

of an entire world religion. For that matter, when I’m 

teaching on faith and the environment in churches, I 

regularly encounter laity who are familiar with White’s 

basic argument, even if they don’t know who White is. 

His essay tried to move the church (or at least the 

mainline US church) in more environmentally-

attentive directions during fraught times—and it does 

so at a time when moving in such directions is vital. 

Since many of us are aware of how fraught the present 

is (and many of us are committed to our faiths), 

White’s essay has given us ground to stand on, albeit 

uncomfortable ground. 

But is the ground as solid as the impact of White’s 

essay suggests? Perhaps not. 

There are a number of problems within White’s 

arguments in the essay. These include assumptions 

about the (unexamined) ways he relates religion to 

social and cultural power (White wasn’t really a scholar 

of religion, so we can maybe let that one go); the 

blurring of vast swaths of western history that should, 

at least for accuracy’s sake, be distinguished (White 
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was a historian, so it’s harder to let that one go); and 

the idiosyncratic ways he connects metaphysics, 

technological changes, significant persons, and social 

movements (better to recognize that these things are 

related than not, but the essay leaves a whole range of 

assumptions about these relations under-examined or 

not carefully considered at all).  

Setting aside the various internal 

weaknesses of White’s argument, 

though,2 I propose that a fundamental 

problem with White’s essay—or at least 

its impact—is less that it gets 

Christianity wrong, but that it 

misattributes the weight of the causes of 

contemporary environmental crises. In 

so doing, Christianity bears more of a 

burden for those crises than does, say, a 

Baconian approach to science. 

Christianity, after all, can be rather 

anthropocentric—then again, most 

religions are to various extents—and 

some versions of the Christian faith 

have dramatically distorted the 

interconnectedness of human beings 

and the rest of creation. Together, 

maybe, Christianity and Francis Bacon 

combined to score 102 points in the 

game of environmental damage. 

However, Bacon and his ilk, I would 

argue, scored most of the points. It’s 

maybe just that a 16th century 

philosopher/jurist is less well-known 

than the world’s most dominant religious tradition and 

that far fewer people identify as “Baconian” than 

“Christian,” so maybe it is easier not only to heap more 

blame on the religious tradition but also to try to 

induce more people to change their behavior because 

they feel complicit in a problem. 

Having cast a rather serious charge in Bacon’s 

direction, let me at least provide some context for my 

accusation. Recall that Bacon lived at the end of the 

16th and beginning of the 17th centuries and that these 

were dramatically turbulent times. The wars of religion 

in Europe—which were really also political wars over 

the formation of new nation-states—were raging. The 

new economic system of capitalism and the new 

technologies of the scientific revolution were emerging. 

Exploration, colonization, and conquest were 

reshaping European sensibilities about the size of the 

world and the constituencies of creatures who lived on 

it. Plagues ravaged Europe. And the “Little Ice Age” 

had begun, changing climate patterns throughout the 

northern hemisphere. 

Life, undoubtedly, felt chaotic: a turbulent mix of 

possibility, crisis, helplessness, and emerging power. It 

felt, quite possibly, somewhat like many of us feel 

today, as we experience the churn of the present world.  

Into that mix, Bacon’s writing might be read as a kind 

of therapy for those living through chaos. They are 

attempts to tease out some process for 

regaining order and attempting to exert 

control over those parts of the chaos that 

Bacon thought human beings might seek 

to control.3 And chief among those 

things, according to Bacon, is the non-

human natural world. “Conquer and 

subdue Nature, to shake her to her 

foundations,” Bacon writes, “bind her to 

your service and make her your slave.”4 

And in still other places in the same text, 

Bacon calls on humans to wage war on 

nature. 

When much of the natural world is 

decidedly vulnerable to human 

exploitation, such an approach seems 

appalling at best, if not cruel and 

(paradoxically) inhumane. But it is 

worth remembering that during Bacon’s 

time, the roles felt reversed; humans 

were vulnerable to nature’s exploits. 

Bacon was, if anything, arguing that we 

need to fight against, rather than retreat 

from or surrender to, nature’s awesome 

and often destructive powers.  

And Bacon’s means for doing so align, rather cleanly, 

with modern scientific methods: Examine the world 

objectively and measure its elements and movements 

precisely, such that anyone in your shoes would arrive 

at the same answers about the forces of nature. 

Disassociate the researcher from the things being 

researched. Focus on solving those problems that most 

bedevil human beings. Publish your findings in ways 

that allow others access to your research (to both test it 

and benefit from it). Build from established and 

empirically-verified conclusions to shape new 

hypotheses to test and confirm through careful 

experimentation. Control variables. 

When Bacon declares war on nature—when he seeks to 

make it a slave—and then describes processes for doing 

so, he isn’t so much repeating Christianity’s 

anthropocentrism as he is initiating modern science 

and, therein, modernity’s relationship with the non-

human natural world. And it is modernity, I would 

argue, that carries much of the weight for the drivers of 

environmental degradation. Modernity, not 

Title page of Bacon’s 

Novum Organum, 1620 
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Christianity, has scored most of the points in this 

destructive game. 

To be clear, and a bit more charitable: it isn’t so much 

Bacon who is to be blamed for current environmental 

crises; it is a way of thinking that he initiated. After all, 

the same Francis Bacon who, in Novum Organum, 

called on human beings to “conquer and subdue 

nature,” also wrote, in the same document, that 

“Nature cannot be conquered but by obeying her.” 

There is, in the text, a sense that the best way of getting 

control over nature’s chaos is to work with nature. 

Since then, the “obey” part of his message has dropped 

away, leaving the “conquer” part to rule, as it were. 

Why might all this 

matter to PASTCF 

(beyond the fact that 

our membership is 

composed of people 

who may nerd out on 

trivia like it is the 

500th anniversary of 

Francis Bacon’s 

death)? There are at 

least a few reasons. 

First, when we center 

concern for the 

environment in our 

present work, we 

need to not only 

think about 

complicity but also 

think about the forces 

that have made us complicit. White makes us complicit 

through the “P,” “C,” and “F” in PASTCF; attention to 

Bacon, on the other hand, reminds us that our 

complicity is more likely due to the “S” and the “T” in 

our name. As such, when the PASTCF pursues a pro-

environmental agenda on behalf of the Presbyterian 

Church (USA) and its ecumenical partners, it ought to 

do so in a way that attends to the traditions and 

methods that have shaped many of its members’ 

work—the kind of work that is far more common to 

them than to the wider membership of the church. 

Confession, it is said, is good for the soul. That’s 

especially so if we are confessing the right things. 

Perhaps an edition of SciTech† that focuses on science’s 

complicity with environmental degradation might be in 

order? 

Second, and perhaps paradoxically, PASTCF might 

leverage its awareness not only of complicity but of 

what to be complicit about to help the PC(USA) and the 

wider church think more wisely about how to address a 

vulnerable natural world, not just a threatening one. At 

least anecdotally, it can seem like parts of the church 

took White’s argument not as diagnosis but as 

operating instructions. Too much of the wider church—

both within and beyond the denomination—continues 

to see the non-human natural world as something to 

subdue and conquer and they link their vision to their 

faith, as if Christianity says subdue and conquer. That 

vision, I would suggest, reveals less that they are 

servants of Jesus Christ than that they are subjects of 

modern thought. Perhaps PASTCF might dedicate 

some of its bandwidth to hearing from social scientists 

who are revealing linkages between, e.g., Christian 

fundamentalism, modernity, and the paroxysms of 

reactionary politics as the world exits the modern age. 

As Francis Bacon wrote near the beginning of his great 

tome, “[t]o be ignorant of causes is to be frustrated in 

action.” 

Finally, we might all be reminded that identifying the 

causes of effects isn’t quite the same thing as 

identifying the various weights of those causes. This is 

especially important when so many of the drivers of 

climate change are not reducible to association with 

one religion, one nation, one industry, or one 

discipline. We all are culpable. We’re all scoring points 

against creation. At the same time, some drivers of 

behavior, some political bodies, some economic forces, 

and even some disciplines are far more culpable than 

others. Do we really want the 21st century to be 

remembered for all of history as the time that 

modernity and Christianity combined to score a record 

number of points against God’s creation? 

Celebrating a 500th anniversary is a significant way to 

honor the past. Imagining a world 500 years into the 

future, though, is an even more significant task, and 

one vitally worth taking up. 

 

1. Lynn White, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” 
Science 155, no. 3767 (1967): 1203–7; 1204, 1206. 

2. For a critique of White’s essay, see Willis Jenkins, “After 

Lynn White: Religious Ethics and Environmental Problems,” 
The Journal of Religious Ethics 37, no. 2 (2009): 283–309. 

3. In this regard, Bacon’s writings perform, in an empirical 
way, a process analogous to the one that Descartes’s writing 

perform, in a more metaphysical way: distinguishing between 
things we can get a handle on and things we cannot and then 
emphasizing the parts of the world/our thought with the best 
“handles.” 

4. These and other quotes from Bacon come from his Novum 
Organum: sive Indicia Vera de Interpretatione Naturae (or 
“The New Tool for Interpreting Nature”—author’s 
translation).   

Francis Bacon (1521-1626) 
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The First Great  

English Scientist:        

Sir Francis Bacon 

A. Maude Royden 

In 1926, suffragist, pacifist, and preacher, Maude Royden, 
delivered a sermon about Francis Bacon, on the occasion of 
the 300th anniversary of his death. Her sermon, redacted for 
length, is included here. Royden preached it at the 

Guildhouse Fellowship, a center for Christian worship in 
London that she and Rev. Percy Dearmer, along with noted 
musician Martin Shaw, co-founded a few years earlier. The 
Guildhouse combined attention to cultural and social 

concerns, along with stressing the arts and music. Royden’s 
sermon pays homage to Bacon while also using his life as a 
lesson in morality and a cautionary tale. – Editor 

 

Bacon is himself a most moving illustration of the 

Shakespearean concept of tragedy. The heroes of 

Shakespeare’s tragedies are not the victims of destiny. 

… There is always in them some flaw, some weakness, 

some discord, that sets them at odds with their own 

greatness. … [A] man who has all the elements of 

greatness, but mixed with them some fatal weakness—

that is in Shakespeare’s mind a tragic subject … and 

behind the life of the man whose greatness we 

remember and celebrate to-day is just such a tragedy. 

Bacon was born with everything in his favour. … In 

1621 he was impeached for bribery and corruption. He 

confessed practically everything. … In 1624 he was 

pardoned and set free. Two years later he died. His 

epitaph … was given to him by the poet Pope, who calls 

him “the wisest, brightest, meanest of mankind.” 

Behind this meteoric career, there is a sordid story. 

Bacon was haunted by ambition, always doing things 

unworthy of himself because he wanted more money, 

always making friends with the prosperous and often 

leaving them when they fell.  

The most squalid incident, I think, in the whole of his 

life was in connection with the first person who really 

befriended him—Essex, Queen Elizabeth’s favourite. 

Essex was in a position to advance a friend, and he 

gave Bacon his powerful help. … Essex, however, fell 

into disgrace and, although at first Bacon tried to act as 

mediator between the Queen and the disgraced 

favourite, he actually offered himself to be counsel for 

the prosecution when he found that Queen Elizabeth 

meant to be obdurate. Again, when, after the execution 

[of Essex], the popularity of Essex compelled the 

Queen to put forward some kind of defence for her own 

harshness, Bacon with charged with—and accepted—

the business of framing it. … Bacon was on the high 

road to success now, and more favoured by James I 

than by Elizabeth. He found himself in fortunate 

agreement with James I in everything that king wanted 

done, and still more with what Buckingham, who was 

now favourite, wanted done. [Royden here refers to 

George Villiers, 1st Duke of Buckingham; editor.] He 

went, at last, a little too far, for Buckingham was 

attacked on the subject of monopolies, as they were 

called. … Buckingham had many, and was much 

attacked for it, Bacon, as Lord Chancellor, defending 

and even extending the powers of the monopolists. 

Then the country began to get restive and the first 

rumbling of the coming storm was heard. Buckingham, 

alarmed, felt he must throw something or someone to 

the wolves, and by a truly poetic justice one of the first 

people to be thrown was Bacon. The House of 

Commons … reported that the Lord Chancellor had 

been guilty of bribery and corruption. At first Bacon 

denied this with indignation, but in the end he 

admitted practically everything. 

“I do plainly and ingenuously confess [he says] that I 

am guilty of corruption and do renounce all defence … 

In the points charged against me there is a great deal of 

corruption and neglect, for which I am heartily sorry.” … 

Here is his own judgment of himself. What is ours? Let 

us admit the commonness of the fault. … Then let us 

try to weigh the greatness of this man, for he was great. 

There is another side to this squalid story which makes 

it not squalid, but tragic. 

“I have as vast contemplative ends [he says] as I have 

civil ends.” 

And what are those vast contemplative ends? 

“I have taken all knowledge to be my province.” … 

Is there not, one wonders, something insolent in the 

desire to know? If people “know too much” do they not 

know it at their peril? The story of Roger [sic] Bacon, 

who spent half his life in prison, is repeated later by 

Galileo, tormented by the Inquisition and threatened 

with actual death; by Descartes who, in fear at the fate 

of Galileo, gave up his great projected book. These 

stories you must remember when I say to you that for 

[Francis] Bacon to say “I take all knowledge to be my 

province” was sublime. It is true that the age had 

changed and he was a child of the Renaissance, for the 

whole spirit of the Renaissance is in that saying. The 

world had changed and now was ready to take all 

knowledge for its province: that is how the Renaissance 

divided the modern from the medieval world. Yet the 

first man to put that new spirit into words, the man 
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who expressed in a phrase the longing and hope, the 

hunger and thirst of a new world, was a man of vision 

and of power. 

Bacon “adjurers mankind to put away the barren 

philosophies of the past, and to tread boldly the new 

ways into measureless realms of knowledge and of 

power. ‘If there be any humility towards the Creator, 

any reverence for, or disposition to magnify, His works, 

any charity for man, any anxiety to relieve his sorrows 

and necessities, any love of truth in Nature, any desire 

for the purification of the understanding, we must 

entreat men again and again to discard … these volatile 

and preposterous philosophies … which have led 

experience captive and triumphed over the works of 

God. Drawing nigh in all humility and reverence, they 

must unroll the volume of creation; thereon must they 

dwell and meditate; this must they peruse, purely and 

sincerely, with minds washed clean from preconceived 

opinions.’” …  

That is great and, standing as Bacon 

did on the threshold of the new 

world, his was the greatness of 

intellectual courage and audacity. 

The words themselves are an 

achievement. 

Yet as a scientist how little he 

achieved! The great achievement on 

which he prided himself was the 

discovery of what is called the 

“inductive method,” which means, 

very roughly stated, the 

experimental method. … He urged 

that men should, at all costs, observe 

the facts and proceed by way of 

experiment. … He called men back 

from theorising to observation and 

from observation to experiment. He 

continually urged upon them this truly scientific 

method, so that in a sense he is really the father of 

modern science, though by a curious defect of 

reasoning he actually believed that the method was 

infallible and that everybody could work it! There was a 

certain democratic beauty about Bacon’s theory, for he 

seems really to have believed us all as competent as 

himself to make great discoveries in science if only we 

would follow his method! He said, “Observe the effects, 

discover the cause, and you have your scientific 

principle.” 

It is true also that Bacon made no great discoveries 

himself. It is even true that he sneered at the 

discoveries of other people, that he mocked at Galileo, 

that he had no particular interest in Kepler; but still it 

remains that he formulated a theory or method with 

masterly clarity and with matchless power. He remains 

great …. 

Bacon never dreamed that anything he wrote in so 

unworthy a medium as the English language could 

survive. All his more serious works were written in 

Latin …. Sometimes, however, in his more leisurely 

moments, when he was writing about nothing in 

particular, he would condescend to write in English. … 

If we look through the Essays alone [written in 

English; editor]—the work of his idler hours—we are 

amazed at the packed thought, the pungent expression, 

the beauty of the words. … 

The chief work of his life was the pursuit of money, the 

search for promotion. Strange that a man should have 

a spirit so great and an ambition so mean; that he 

should have the power to say such things and give to 

them only the few odd years that are left him when 

disgrace comes upon him! … 

Such greatness in the essays, the 

essay “On Friendship” for example—

how can a man write like this about 

solitude—“Faces are but a gallery of 

pictures; and talk but a tinkling 

cymbal, where there is no love,” and 

take three thousand pounds to betray 

his friend? That is tragedy, is it not? 

Perhaps the intellectual tragedy 

seems almost greater than the moral 

tragedy: that Bacon should see 

science as he did, and so nobly, and 

desire it for the service of 

humankind, both “for the glory of the 

Creator and the relief of man’s 

estate,” and yet be content to give the 

best years of life, chasing the shadow 

of fame and money and promotion. 

“I take all knowledge to be my province,” said Bacon, 

and then he took three thousand pounds to dedicate 

his matchless style to the destruction of his first friend. 

Do you know the moment when this brilliant writer 

comes most near our hearts? It is when he fell. He 

wrote a prayer, and in that prayer he prays to be 

forgiven that the great and gracious gifts that had been 

given to him had been by him not used, like the man 

with the ten talents, nor neglected like the man with 

one, but used to such unworthy ends. Anyone who 

judges Bacon must first realize how infinitely more 

scathing was Bacon’s judgment on himself. … It is 

tragic in Bacon; it is the tragedy of most of us. That is 

what makes it so great. It is so common for men not to 

use or neglect their gifts, but to use them for such 

miserable ends. … 

Royden at the Guildhouse, 1922 
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One cannot read the life of Bacon and fail to see it. 

Must we not also pray for forgiveness for the gifts 

which we do not use well or neglect to use, but use 

wrongly, the absorption of our purposes in ourselves? 

We too muddle our lives away, and the condemnation 

that we mete to Bacon falls on us also. … 

 
 
The Church Militant, with Supplement 15, no. 175 (October 
1926): clix-clxiv. The above text retains British spellings. 
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Book Reviews  

Global Perspectives on 

Science and Christianity  

Mike Brownnutt and Keith 

R. Fox, eds.  

Langham Global Library, 

2024. 296 pages 

Reviewed by Tom James 

 

Theology and the natural sciences tend to make 

universalizing claims about the cosmos and our place 

within it. In our post-Enlightenment era, we have seen 

many attempts to curb these tendencies, stressing the 

particular, the local, and the contingent. Theologians 

and pastors are now well accustomed to asking about 

the limitations of their own cultural conditioning and 

about how beliefs they hold owe something to their 

particular historical, cultural, and social locations. This 

represents a significant shift in how theological truth 

claims are assessed, adjudicated, and lived. 

Working scientists have faced similar questions and 

challenges to their own universalizing habits of mind, 

though there are good reasons for them to resist 

drinking too deeply from the wells of postmodernity. 

The natural world, they assume, is governed by 

universal laws, after all, and these can be known 

experimentally. Though all scientific knowledge 

invokes some kind of theory that goes somewhat 

beyond the facts, these theories are nevertheless 

subject to confirmation or disconfirmation, as the case 

may be. In other words, there is a realist impulse that 

necessarily guides scientific activity. 

______________________________________ 

The ways science is done, and the ways it is 

received and appropriated, inevitably vary 

across cultures 
______________________________________ 

As this volume shows, however, science, too, is done by 

human beings who live in particular places and times 

and who inhabit particular cultures. This means that, 

even though scientific laws may claim universality at 

least in principle (though they are always subject to 

redescription in light of new knowledge), the ways 

science is done, and the ways it is received and 

appropriated, inevitably vary across cultures. 

Consequently, debates about how science as a sphere of 

https://pastcf.org/join-renew-pastcf-membership/
https://pastcf.org/join-renew-pastcf-membership/
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human activity interacts with other human spheres, 

like religion, need to take these variations into account. 

Global Perspectives on Science and Christianity is a 

series of essays evoked by a set of questions arising 

from a particular institutional matrix. An organization 

called Christians in Science, having operated for 

decades in the UK, led to the founding of similar 

organizations across the world, in nations 

characterized by differing degrees of secularization and 

different religious histories and make-ups. These 

differences invite a more fine-grained examination of 

the possible relationships between Christianity and 

science than we often find in standard accounts that 

seem to assume highly differentiated, secularizing, 

post-Christian societies with nevertheless strong 

institutional supports for religious reflection and 

theological inquiry. 

The editors put 

out a call for 

essays from 

countries outside 

the UK, 

addressing the 

particular 

challenges, 

opportunities, and 

social and cultural 

dynamics of the 

interactions of 

science and 

Christianity in 

each country. The 

result was a 

volume of essays 

addressing issues 

in the UK, Canada, 

Brazil, Greece, 

Hong Kong, Kenya, New Zealand, and (though no 

single essay was dedicated to it) the US. What emerges, 

as we might imagine, is quite a bit of diversity. To begin 

with, there are broad cultural differences, which may 

also be termed a variety of worldviews. The essays from 

Hong Kong and Kenya highlight this factor. There are 

also variations in degrees of secularization and of the 

institutional power and influence of established 

churches. There are the contingencies of local and 

regional histories of the reception of Darwinian theory, 

for example, or of the influence of materialist views of 

the world in modernity as well as resistance to them. 

These factors set up particular kinds of power 

dynamics, differing priorities in investing in research 

(and in what kinds of research are invested in), and 

(not surprisingly for academics) struggles over what 

are the purposes and goals of universities where the 

sciences (and perhaps theology) are done. 

In a helpful introductory essay, co-editor Mike 

Brownnutt argues that the relationships between 

Christianity and science, if we try to characterize them 

across cultures, are more like rice than Big Macs. 

Though rice is similar in many respects across cultures, 

there are dramatic variations in how rice is grown and 

consumed around the world. In contrast, Big Macs are 

intended to be the same everywhere. Brownnutt 

suggests that a problem with religion-and-science 

literature is a strong tendency toward the Big Mac 

model. What we need, he urges, is a rice model, mining 

similarities as well as differences globally. 

Brownnutt’s own contribution, “The Blurred 

Boundaries of ‘Science’ and ‘Religion’ in Asian 

Thought,” is an outstanding example. His essay notes 

that Western approaches to the problems of relating 

the two realms make use of two rather static columns 

of contrasting ideas: subjective vs. objective, values vs. 

facts, private vs. public, untestable vs. testable, etc. 

Moreover, in the Western imagination, when a person 

holds a view on one “side” of a pair of contrasting 

ideas, that strongly suggests he or she should also take 

positions on the same “side” of other dissimilar pairs of 

ideas. So, science has to do with objective, testable, 

public facts, while religion is consigned to the column 

of subjective values that are privately held and 

untestable. Brownnutt’s argument is that a comparison 

with Asian healing practices, such as acupuncture, 

shows the difficulties with the two-column system. We 

need a way to consider the relations between science 

and religion that is more supple. 

An essay by Kostas Tampakis and Efthymios 

Nicolaidis, “Darwin's Dragons: 150 Years of Greek 

Orthodox Apologetics and the Challenge of 

Darwinism,” on the history of Darwinism and the 

church in Greece, raises another set of questions. Here, 

the issue is the difficulty of carving out institutional 

space for relating science and religion because of the 

hostility to Darwinism held by prominent leaders 

within the Greek Orthodox Church, more or less since 

Darwinism arrived in Greece. These Orthodox 

theologians associated Darwinism with a philosophical 

materialism deeply antagonistic to their understanding 

of Christian teaching, an antagonism only heightened 

by the further association in Greece of Darwinism with 

Marxist thought. A different sort of history is evident in 

Nicola Hoggard Greegan and Karaitiana Kimi Matu’s 

article about religion and science in New Zealand: 

“Doing Science and Theology in a Secular, Siloed, 

Multicultural New Zealand Society.” There, a self-

consciously and aggressively secular society, with 
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minimal institutional support for advanced theological 

reflection, has also made it difficult to establish a forum 

for relating science and theology. The authors point 

hopefully to the status of indigenous Māori religious 

traditions in New Zealand, which seem to escape the 

enforced secularity of the society and thus may allow 

new conversations about spirituality and science to 

emerge. 

Other essays explore the particular issues arising from 

efforts toward creation care in Canada, African 

perspectives on healing that undermine the Western 

dichotomy of science and religion analogously to the 

way Asian practices of acupuncture do, and regional 

and national contexts of the proliferation of AI 

technologies. 

______________________________________ 

More like rice than Big Macs 
______________________________________ 

Global Perspectives on Science and Christianity is a 

significant contribution to ongoing conversations 

between Christian theology and the practice of the 

natural sciences. It offers nuanced attention to cultural 

and historical details about quite distinct contexts that 

often eludes these conversations, and it advances a 

persuasive argument in favor of careful, case-by-case 

navigation of overlaps, tensions, etc., rather than a 

one-size-fits-all “model.” The essays are quite different 

in style and aim, ranging from careful philosophical 

investigation of concepts, assumptions, and arguments, 

through historical analysis, to nearly autobiographical 

accounts of particular struggles and challenges to host 

meaningful conversations about religion and science. 

As a result, the collection makes for some uneven 

reading. Still, for those looking for information and 

analysis of how religion-and-science conversations are 

faring in different parts of the world, and how those 

conversations invite deepened self-awareness about 

how they might be approached, the book will prove to 

be a valuable source of insight. 

 

Thomas “Tom” A. James is Pastor of First Presbyterian 
Church in Dearborn, MI. He is the author of In Face of 
Reality: The Constructive Theology of Gordon D. Kaufman 

(Pickwick Publications 2011) and co-author, with David 
True, of The Transcendence of Desire: A Theology of 
Political Agency (Palgrave Macmillan 2023). James received 
his PhD from Union Presbyterian Seminary, where he taught 
theology and ethics from 2008-2012. His article “Theology 

for a Nuclear Age, Forty Years On,” discussing Gordon’s 
Kaufmann’s book of the same name, was published in the 
February 2025 issue of SciTech†. 

 A World Appears: A 

Journey into 

Consciousness  

Michael Pollan  

Penguin Press, 2026. 320 

pages 

Reviewed by George W. 

Stickel 

 

For most of his life, celebrated author Michael Pollan has 
been concerned with food, farming, and related topics. As 

his website notes, Pollan has “written books and articles 

about the places where the human and natural worlds 
intersect: on our plates, in our farms and gardens, and in 
our minds” (https://michaelpollan.com/about/). Six of his 
eight books were New York Times bestsellers, including 

perhaps his most well-known publication, The Omnivore’s 
Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals. This review is of 
Pollan's most recent book. – Editor 

 

I jumped at the chance to read this book after hearing 

its author, Michael Pollan, interviewed on Stephen 

Colbert’s show. Throughout my career, my academic 

interest has been what happens at that moment of 

learning and how we change as we learn. The classical 

American pragmatists have argued that the process of 

learning or habit formation begins with a provocation 

or a problem that awakens a consciousness within us. 

So, Pollan’s search for that consciousness was apropos. 

From my studies, that provocation stimulates a special 

awareness within the organism of its surroundings, as 

well as an internal awareness of the organism itself—

e.g., fear, hunger, excitement. Those awarenesses begin 

a mapping of the surroundings and the self, called 

exteroceptive and interoceptive mappings, respectively. 

Only those details that are relevant to the provocation 

or the problem are part of the mapping. So, a shepherd 

missing a lamb or a student confronted with an algebra 

problem will not be aware of extraneous information, 

like their grandmother’s maiden name. Thus, 

consciousness becomes specific to the situation. 

George Herbert Mead, John Dewey, and Charles 

Sanders Peirce (founder of American pragmatism) all 

systematically detailed the stages of the processes of 

learning and consciousness in their books The 

Philosophy of the Act, How We Think, and Writings of 

Charles S. Peirce: A Chronological Edition, 

respectively. I have found that current neuroscience 

studies, by numerous authors, confirm the details of 

these processes—but that’s for another time. So, I 

wanted to expand my understanding of that moment of 

consciousness.  

https://michaelpollan.com/about/
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In fact, Pollan’s research includes several of the 

neuroscientists I have studied and used in courses over 

the years, e.g., Antonio Damasio, Marcus Raichle, and 

Patricia Churchland. Because Pollan has asked a 

variety of questions in his search, he has sought 

interviews and laboratory visits to a plethora of other 

neuroscientists, philosophers, religious leaders, and 

others, to comprehend that moment of consciousness. 

So, I found the book quite edifying—it’s all about how 

you ask the questions. 

The contents of the book begin with a discussion of 

“The Wager,” the 1998 bet made by Christof Koch with 

David Chalmers over drinks in Bremen, Germany. 

Koch, a young protégé of Francis Crick, was 

researching the brain, and Chalmers was a philosopher 

of the mind. Chalmers had famously divided the issue 

of consciousness into two parts: the easy question and 

the hard question. The easy question was 

understanding the neuronal patterns that sequenced 

certain human responses. The hard problem, though, 

was not the connectedness, but rather how that 

connectedness produced the magic of the awakened 

mind, conscious of the surrounding 

world. The wager, then, which Koch 

brashly made, was that within twenty-

five years neuroscientists would “find 

the physical footprint of 

consciousness in the brain” (xvi). 

Spoiler alert, Koch paid off his bet in 

2023.  

Concerning the mapping of the 

connectedness of consciousness, while 

not surprising in some respects, 

Pollan does not detail the work of 

Stanislas Dehaene, only mentioning 

him (xxviii). Dehaene and his group 

have worked to map that moment of 

consciousness they call Global 

Ignition, in what is referred to as 

Global Network Theory (GNWT). 

Pollan lists this theory as the second 

leading theory of consciousness, after 

Koch and other’s work on the 

Integrated Information Theory (xxi). 

While details of the network are understood, the “how” 

of the awareness of consciousness is not understood—

more on this later. 

Pollan addresses the major philosophical and 

neurological issues with the flair of a journalist’s 

quality writing and storytelling, as he hits key topics in 

his quest. What is sentience and who or what is 

sentient are the opening chapter’s subjects. Chapter 2 

focuses on feelings and their role in consciousness. 

Chapters 3 and 4, “Thought” and “Self,” concern the 

question of thought and a search for “self” that 

interacts with and processes thought. His conclusions 

rest with his meditations in a cave, under the tutelage 

of “Roshi Joan” Halifax, abbot at Upaya Zen Center in 

Santa Fe. 

Pollan’s book is filled with profound quotes from 

numerous sources. For example, ethnobiologist 

Timothy Plowman’s response to the question, are 

plants conscious? “They can eat light, isn’t that 

enough?” (31). Or Mark Solms definition, 

“Consciousness is felt uncertainty,” based on problems 

of survival (52, 81). And profound ideas—including 

Integrated Information Theory, Damasio’s centrality of 

feelings, Christof Koch’s search for consciousness from 

neuroscience, and Idealistic philosophy—all contribute 

to this stew of comprehending consciousness, because 

neuroscience alone is not cracking the hard problem. 

And this book attempts to understand the hard 

problem, how the world magically appears when we 

open our eyes after a night’s sleep. The question is how 

the biochemical world of the brain can 

convert that electrochemical 

connectivity into the visions that allow 

us to write poetry, paint panoramas, 

and compose symphonies that reflect 

the magical, mystical dynamics that 

are otherworldly from ions, proteins, 

neurons, and the strange folds of gray 

matter. 

From my perspective, all precocial 

animals (i.e., those that, at hatching 

or birth, are capable of a high level of 

independent activity) are born with 

the ability to map the world before 

them, with the limits or complexities 

of their senses. A new earthworm 

maps moisture, organic material, and 

toxins in the centimeters around its 

body. At birth, crocodiles have greater 

sensorial capacity for mapping and 

function quickly to survive. Even 

guinea pigs have advanced brain and 

sensorial capacity at birth—their biochemical sensorial 

world yields a wonder of an environment open to their 

survival. 

In contrast, altricial animals (i.e., animals born or 

hatched in a very helpless and immature state), such as 

many birds, mammals, and certainly humans, need to 

learn how to use their senses, both internal and 

external, to map their worlds. Humans require long 

months and years to learn how to use complex senses 
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to map our worlds. At the age of 76, I am still learning 

the nuances of sensorial comprehension of my world. 

Two important groups of people that Pollan does not 

consult in his quest are child developmental 

psychologists and educators. Had he done so, they 

could explicate the long years of learning the world that 

surrounds a newborn and child. And, they would note, 

the human mapping still does not define what that 

“real” world looks like. Compared with other animals, 

we have limited olfaction and hearing abilities, and we 

do not see in the UV range that bees can, or in the IR 

(infrared) range of pit vipers, or in X-ray formats like 

Superman. The wonderous world that appears to us, 

requires all kinds of instrumentations to provide a 

clearer vision of that world. Still, our world is amazing 

and mystifying. 

______________________________________ 

Our world is amazing and mystifying 
______________________________________ 

How does the world appear? William James rightly 

suggests that it begins as a “great blooming, buzzing, 

confusion … which came to our notice at once” (James, 

The Principles of Psychology, 1950, 488). 

Subsequently, it is learned very slowly through parental 

nurturing, family interaction, play, and initiation rites 

in aboriginal societies, which we call schools, in more 

civilized social groups. Horizons of that world move 

from mother’s skin, to home settings, schools, 

communities, and beyond, teaching what to discern in 

the images before our senses.  

The book is a good read on the topic from scientific, 

philosophical, and religious perspectives, and insights 

from psychedelics—even discussing brain imaging of 

meditation—all addressing the issues around 

understanding that moment of consciousness. It is a 

must read for a comprehensive perspective on 

consciousness. The world does not appear—it is 

learned. It is not a hard question, it just is a long, many 

years long, activity of learning to use our senses to 

comprehend that world. 

 
 
George W. Stickel is a retired professor of philosophy of 
education, whose career has included teacher preparation, 
science education, and international education. He still tutors 

chemistry at Chattahoochee Technical College, in Georgia. He 
earned his BA in chemistry from Sterling College, KS, his MS 
in higher education administration from Southern Illinois 
University at Carbondale, and his PhD in philosophy of 
education, also from SIU-C. George established educational 

programs in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, and Buenos Aires, 
Argentina, for SIU-C. He also has served on PASTCF’s Board. 

From the Editor’s Desk 

E. Harold Breitenberg, Jr. 

 

In this issue’s opening article, newly elected Board 

member, Joe Shane, reflects on his experiences 

teaching about connections and interactions between 

science and religion, at a public university in 

Pennsylvania. Next is a report about PASTCF’s spring 

Board meeting, by the organization’s Secretary and 

longtime member, Jim Miller. Mark Douglas’s 

President’s Column follows. That column is a regular 

feature in SciTech† and provides a forum for the 

current President to communicate his or her thoughts 

and goals to members. Mark uses this issue’s 

President’s Column to reflect on Francis Bacon’s 

significance for science, on the occasion of the 400th 

anniversary of Bacon’s death. Paired with Mark’s 

remarks are selections from a sermon Maude Royden 

preached in London, a century earlier, to mark what 

was then the 300th anniversary of Bacon’s death. A note 

about how to renew your membership in PASTCF, or 

join the organization, comes next. This issue’s book 

reviews examine two very different texts: an edited 

collection of essays about science and Christianity, 

considered from a global perspective, and the latest 

book by well-known and highly regarded author, 

Michael Pollan, in which he reflects on consciousness, 

human and otherwise. The academic field of science 

and religion developed primarily among Christians in 

the West and has largely been dominated by western 

voices, so the review of Global Perspectives on Science 

and Christianity may be of particular interest to those 

familiar with the ongoing science and religion 

discussion as well as any who are new to it. 

While all the contributors to this issue of SciTech† are 

members of PASTCF, and we encourage members to 

contribute to the journal, we also welcome submissions 

from those who are not members of the organization. 

Member or not, if you are interested in writing for the 

journal, have an idea for an article, want to suggest a 

book for review, or have preached a sermon that deals 

with science or technology in a substantive way, please 

contact the editor at scitech@pastcf.org to discuss how 

you might contribute to SciTech†. 

This issue of SciTech† is not organized around a 

specific topic but we return to a theme for the next 

issue, Summer 2026, which will focus on water. For the 

Fall 2026 issue, we plan to concentrate on science, 

technology, and the PC(USA).  
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Of Interest 

 

 

 

 

The Moral Reasoning Gap in American 

Christianity 

https://www.thearda.com/categories/ahead-of-the-
trend/the-moral-reasoning-gap-in-american-christianity 

This reports on a Pew Religious Landscape Study, 
which the ARDA hosts; a link to the Pew study is on the 
ARDA webpage. The Pew study looks at how Christians 
in the US approach moral issues and what sources of 
insight and guidance they draw on when making 
ethical decisions. In particular, the study analyzes 
responses to the question “How important are each of 
the following to you when making decisions about right 
and wrong?” for which these four options could be 
chosen:  

• religious teachings and belief 

• logic and reason 

• practical experience and common sense 

• scientific information 

While a large majority of those polled claimed that 
“logic and reason” as well as “practical experience” are 
“extremely important” or “very important” to them, 
when making such decisions, “religious teachings” are 
ranked only 28% (“extremely important”) and 25% 
(very important”) in significance, while “scientific 
information” received ratings of 36% (“extremely 
important”) and 39% (very important”).  

Curiously, the Pew study, upon which the ARDA article 
is based, does not appear to specify what “religious 
teachings” constitute, for the purpose of the survey, 
leaving that up to the interpretation and assumptions 
of individual respondents. For example, a person may 
or may not view religious teachings to include both 
scripture and doctrine. The Pew study also does not ask 
about religious rituals and how the sentiments, habits, 

and affections instilled, developed, and reinforced 
through them may influence moral decisions. In 
addition, while responses to the Pew survey highlighted 
the value individuals placed on “scientific information” 
when making moral decisions, we could also ask how 
such information factors into ethical judgments. 

God, Death, and the Right to Choose: A 

Religious Divide on Assisted Suicide 

https://www.thearda.com/categories/ahead-of-the-
trend/god-death-and-the-right-to-choose-a-religious-divide-
on-assisted-suicide  

This article concentrates on religious perspectives 
about a specific moral issue. The article’s author, Ryan 
Burge, states that he “wanted to see if [he] could 
provide some empirical background on how views of 
suicide have changed over time, particularly across the 
religious landscape in the US.” Burge bases his article 
on information provided by The General Social Survey, 
conducted biennially by NORC, at the University of 
Chicago. Specifically, Burge reports on data obtained in 
response to four questions about suicide that the 
survey has posed for decades: “Do you think a person 
has the right to end his or her own life if …” 

1. The person has an incurable disease 
2. The person has gone bankrupt 
3. The person has dishonored their family 
4. The person is tired of living 

With regard to religion, Burge notes “the dominant 
view in Christian circles is that suicide is an affront to 
God’s gift of life and is strongly discouraged.” In terms 
of religious and non-religious groups, support for 
suicide, when faced with an incurable disease, is 
highest among those with no religion (86%), followed 
by mainline Protestants (78%) and Catholics (70%). 
Least supportive of suicide under this condition are 
other faiths (60%), evangelicals (46%), and Black 
Protestants (41%). Burge also parses out differences in 
support or opposition to suicide, under these four 
conditions, by breaking down data in terms of 
frequency of worship attendance within Christian 
groups. The survey does not ask about different 
methods of suicide, which would likely involve one or 
more scientific, technical, or medical considerations. 

“Ignorance is the best means the Devil ever contrived,  
to keep up the number of his subjects in our world” 

Benjamin Rush (1745–1813) – Physician to the Continental Army 

The only physician who signed the Declaration of Independence 
 

From “Benjamin Rush and Revolutionary Christian Reform,” by Robert H. Abzug, 
in Forgotten Founders on Religion and Public Life, Daniel L. Dreisbach, et al., eds., p. 236 

https://www.thearda.com/categories/ahead-of-the-trend/the-moral-reasoning-gap-in-american-christianity
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https://www.thearda.com/categories/ahead-of-the-trend/god-death-and-the-right-to-choose-a-religious-divide-on-assisted-suicide
https://www.thearda.com/categories/ahead-of-the-trend/god-death-and-the-right-to-choose-a-religious-divide-on-assisted-suicide
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Our Mission: As an association related to the Presbyterian Church (USA), it is our mission: 
• To point the Presbyterian Church (USA) to scientific and technological developments as they provoke Christian theological 

reformation, stimulate ethical reflection, and affect the moral actions of the Christian community. 
• To call upon the Presbyterian Church (USA) to incorporate the discoveries of science and the capabilities of science-based 

technologies in its worship, education, and mission of service in the world. 
• To affirm Christians for whom science and technology are calls upon their lives and to encourage their distinctive 

responsibilities in the Body of Christ. 
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