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Spring 2008 Second Year Seminar: The Book of Nature and the Book of Scripture – Conflicts and Common Ground for Religion and Science

Course Description: 

When Galileo was challenged by Church Fathers for his seemingly heretical views on the nature of the solar system, he responded that God was the author of the book of nature and the book of scripture. Therefore, the truths of nature and scripture cannot contradict one another.  Unfortunately, Galileo’s argument did not impress those at the Vatican, who put him under house arrest and placed his works on the Catholic Index.  
This course looks at current controversies that reveal deep divides between scientific and religious worldviews. After looking at scientific, philosophical and theological literature that provide ways to frame the debates, we will look at particular issues of contention between the two world views.  We will examine the creationist challenges to evolutionary biology and the subsequent fallout in courts of law, school science classes, and the forum of public opinion.  Then, we will examine the nature of miracles—their importance, plausibility and role in religion and science.  Next is a look at the moral dilemmas raised by stem cell research.  Then, we will see how the case of global warming illustrates a way to find shared goals for scientific and faith-based communities, fostering cooperation and common ground.  The final issues topic is the case for compatibility between the Buddhist accounts of connectedness in nature and contemporary quantum mechanics.  The end of the course is devoted to identifying in what ways students have synthesized both religious and scientific tenets in their approaches to understanding nature.  

Course Themes:

What is Science? What is Religion?  The first two weeks will be devoted to examining the nature, methods and goals of scientific and religious practice.  We will read from classic sources, look at contemporary accounts and explore websites of working scientific and religious institutions.  Students will explore and report on their findings using sources as diverse as the NIH and Vatican websites.  

How do science and religion seem at odds?  The next four weeks will be spent on exploring the deep divide between the so-called scientific world view and the religious world view.  Students will read some classic articles, starting with Bertrand Russell’s “Why I am not a Christian”, moving to some current philosophical analyses of religion as a form of mass irrationality.  Theories of scientific rationality and religious belief will be covered, revealing the main issues of conflict between science and religion.  Students will look at historical sources (Galileo, Newton, Aquinas), and some contemporary accounts (Dennett, Dawkins, Plantinga, Gilkey, Worrall).  They will also search for websites that take positions on the compatibility of science and religion and report on their findings.

At the end of these two sections, students will have an in-classs essay exam to test their knowledge of the foundations of the science-religion debate.

In the Trenches:  Where do scientific and religious views clash? The next seven weeks will be devoted to topics of great interest both to the scientific and religious communities.  For each topic, student groups will present information to help identify points of contention, and the class, having done the supporting readings, will uncover incompatibilities and look for bridges between the two views of the scientific and religious communities. The topics are listed and described in brief below:

Creationism and Evolution:  Where did we come from?  Students will research both the standard scientific account of evolution and the creation science view, using both assigned readings and online web research.  Two groups—one explaining evolution and one representing creation—will present the positions.  Then the class will discuss points of conflict and see if and in what ways compatibilities are possible.

Miracles:  Divine Action or Chicanery?  Students will read classic and contemporary sources on science and the existence of miracles.  A student group will present both the case for and against miracles, and the class, aided with web research, will discuss the plausibility and importance of a worldview in which miracles or other forms of divine action are possible.

Stem Cell Research:  What is Life?  Students will read current scientific accounts of stem cell research—its uses and limitations--  as well as contemporary philosophical works on the ethics of stem cell research.  A student group will present an layman’s account of the current state of stem cell research and the main ethical arguments for and against its use.  They will provide current websites for both sides, and the class will identify the crucial issues that underlie the debate about the nature of life.  The class will discuss these issues, assessing the prospects for compatibility between the goals of science and the goals of religion.

Global Warming: What are our Moral Obligations to the Earth?  In this section, the class will look at some philosophical arguments from environmental ethics about what to do in response to global warming.  A student group will present an overview of the evidence for global warming and the religious response in favor of one’s obligations of stewardship.  The class will discuss how, in this case, diverse practices can have overlapping goals.

The Tao of Physics:  Are there common threads in religion and science?  Both Buddhism and contemporary Quantum Mechanics offer accounts of the nature of the universe at odds with the standard Newtonian view of causal determinism.  In this section students will read some philosophical accounts of the issues QM raises, and look at a contemporary view of how Buddhism treats issues of causation and connectedness in the world.  The instructor will conduct a basic tutorial on QM.  Then, a student group will present the Buddhist account, and the class will look for new ways to understand how scientific and religious questions can again intersect in their explanations of nature.  

Course Synthesis:  Where do our own worldviews stand now?  Why?  The last week of the course will be devoted to identifying remaining questions and quandaries to work on—where were we, where are we now, what issues remain, and why?  Students will use their paper topics as examples of ongoing issues for discussion and reflection.  

Readings:  

selections from the following:

Galileo:  The Starry Messenger
Newton:  The Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy

GIlkey: Religion and the Scientific Future: Reflections on Myth, Science, and Theology

Dennett:  Breaking the Spell:  Religion as a Natural Phenomenon

Dawkins:  The Blind Watchmaker; why the Evidence of Evolution Reveals a Universe without Design

Behe: Darwin's Black Box: The Biochemical Challenge to Evolution

Capra:  The Tao of Physics: An Exploration of the Parallels between Modern Physics and Eastern

Philosophical articles by classic and contemporary authors

current websites of scientific and  religious institutions; online journalistic sources (reputable news sites, science magazines, popular magazines)

Assignments:  

Since this is a writing-intensive course, students will have numerous writing assignments.  They will be a reading journal in which they outline points of interest, points of contention and questions they have about the readings.  There will be an in-class essay exam on the philosophical foundations of the science-religion debate.  Student groups will give in-class presentations with written handouts (including bibliography) to guide class discussion and further reading.  There will be a final paper in which students take on one of the topics discussed (or pick one of their own with instructor consent) to delve further into the issue and take a stand with respect to resolving the apparent conflict; they will offer arguments for or against the compatibility of science and religion with respect to their topic, and discuss how their resulting worldview makes sense of the information available.  

Attendance policy:  

Attendance of 80% of class meetings is required for a passing grade.  No exceptions will be made for any reason.  This translates as follows: anyone who misses more than 5 class meetings for any reason automatically fails the course.  Period.
Grading:  

Students’ course grades will be computed as follows:

reading journals




25%

oral group presentations/reports

25%

in-class exam




15%

final paper





35%

total






100%
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