“War Is Over, If You Want It”:
Beyond the Conflict between
Faith and Science

Timothy Larsen

The purpose of this article is to help emerging scholars, especially in the sciences,
to reframe the issue of the relationship between faith and learning in a productive
way. While critiques of the warfare model exist in the specialized literature of the
history of science, the presumption of conflict continues to dominate in the media
and in popular conversations in both secular and religious contexts. As a result,
young scholars have often imbibed this model themselves as an accurate portrait
of the way things are, and they usually do not have a clear, up-to-date reflection
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the foremost secularists or atheists

in nineteenth-century England who
came to faith, I examined the pattern of
the gaining or regaining of faith, of
Christian conversion or reconversion.!
This is an extraordinarily significant
pattern. Many of these reconverts were
once counted among the leading half
dozen of the most respected and promi-
nent national leaders of organized free
thought. While a whole range of such
figures could be highlighted here, I will
present only George Sexton as he was
indisputably considered the greatest
authority on science in the secularist
movement, and I want to make the rela-
tionship between faith and science the
focus of this article.

In an earlier work that focused on

George Sexton was the only atheist
leader in nineteenth-century Britain with
an earned doctorate—although he was
English, his PhD was from the vener-
able University of Giessen in Germany.
As a man of science, he was a Fellow
of a whole range of elite, learned insti-
tutions including the Royal Anthropo-
logical Institute, the Zoological Society,
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and a number as high as 35% is a realistic estimate
from the evidence.# These were scholars who had
not only read and understood the latest learned
critiques of faith, but who had dedicated their lives
to expounding and disseminating these skeptical
views in lectures, debates, and publications. These
views included philosophical challenges to faith
such as Hume's critique of miracles, and scientific
ones such as materialism, including a variety that
incorporated Darwinism.

After their Christian conversions, these erstwhile
secularist leaders spent the rest of their lives—
usually a decade or more —lecturing, debating, and
writing on how faith and learning could be inte-
grated. They tackled head on, in an unflinching and
erudite manner, all of the issues that they had raised
as skeptics. Sexton, for example, lived for another
twenty-five years after his conversion to Christian
orthodoxy, and he wrote numerous works ex-
pounding on the intellectual credibility of Christian
thought including The Fallacies of Secularism (1877).5
His Biblical Difficulties Dispelled (1887) demonstrated
that he was just as committed to the latest scientific
thought as ever and that he believed that it was fully
reconcilable with a belief in the divine inspiration
and truthfulness of the Bible.t

This story has never been told before.
Instead, the story of religion and
the Victorians has usually been told
as one of “the loss of faith.”

This story has never been told before. Instead, the
story of religion and the Victorians has usually been
told as one of “the loss of faith.” The Victorian crisis
of faith or loss of faith has been a reigning theme for
over fifty years now in the scholarship. Especially in
the fields of intellectual history and literary studies,
it is often the only thing that is said about faith in the
nineteenth-century university courses and textbooks.
A whole succession of books have been written
recounting the lives of Victorians who lost their faith,
from Basil Willey’s More Nineteenth Century Studies:
A Group of Honest Doubters (1956) to A. N. Wilson's
God’s Funeral (1999).7 Despite this being presented as
the main story, it does not, however, measure up
against the reconversions of secularists. In these col-
lections of deconverts by Willey, Wilson, and others,
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there is not a single prominent Christian leader
who lost his or her faith—no celebrated preacher,
no bishop, no key functionary in a Christian denomi-
nation or organization—whereas, as has been said,
at least 20% of the prominent secularist leadership
came to faith.

So how did the “loss of faith” become the over-
arching theme in certain streams of scholarship and
in popular thought? A possible explanation is that
deconversion narratives fit into another pattern: the
war between faith and learning. In the nineteenth
century, the human race learned enough to realize
that “faith is not credible.” If some daring and per-
ceptive souls had discovered this earlier, it was not
until this century that this realization became wide-
spread. People who were intelligent and brave and
keeping up with their reading, therefore, inevitably
lost their faith. As my work on the conversion of
secularist leaders reveals, this is simply a false
picture of the relation between faith and learning
in the nineteenth century: the intellectual claims of
orthodoxy were actually quite compelling to many
of the bravest, smartest, best-read people, even to
those who had a deep bias against Christianity and
a vested interest in opposing it.

The so-called “war” between faith and learning,
specifically between orthodox Christian theology
and science, was manufactured during the second
half of the nineteenth century. It is a construct that
was created for polemical purposes.® The main
architects of the notion of a “war” between theology
and science were scientists and advocates of secular
education. An enormously influential book in this
regard was John William Draper’s History of the
Conflict between Religion and Science (1874).° Draper,
who was professor of chemistry at the University
of New York, is an example of a scientist fueling
the notion that the relationship between faith and
learning should be viewed as a “conflict.” His book
was so successful that it went through fifty editions
in the half century after its publication. A famous
successor in the same vein was Andrew Dickson
White’s A History of the Warfare of Science with Theol-
ogy in Christendom (1896).19 White was the founding
president of Cornell University, an upstart institu-
tion that used its secular stance as a way of setting
it apart in the market from the old Ivy League
schools that, for example, still had mandatory
chapel attendance.
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Draper and White were not simply describing
an ongoing war between theology and science, but
rather they were endeavoring to induce people into
imagining that there was one. In order to do this,
they repeatedly made false claims that the church
had opposed various scientific breakthroughs and
developments. For example, Draper and White en-
coded into popular thinking the erroneous notion
that Christian orthodoxy had insisted for centuries
that the earth was flat. A standard version of this ur-
ban legend includes a tale claiming that Columbus’s
expedition was opposed by church leaders on the
grounds that it was based on the heretical notion
that the earth was round. It has been so effectively
disseminated that even Christians generally assume
that it is true. In a recent book, David Kinnaman
gives as an admirable example of contemporary
Christian ignorance, a church that did a series in
which it extended five apologies for the sinful be-
havior of the church in the past. The five most
important things for which the church allegedly
needs to repent included: “We're Sorry for Saying
the Earth Is Flat.”11

In fact, Christian theologians have always de-
clared that the earth is round, from the early church
through the medieval to the Reformation and be-
yond. Even the venerable Bede, a monk living in the
eighth century, after the fall of the Roman Empire
and before the reign of Charlemagne—a period
which, in the old history books, was called “the
Dark Ages” because it was seen as a low point in the
state of human learning—asserted this unequivo-
cally. I well remember reading up on Bede for a
church history lecture I was preparing and, having
myself grown up assuming that the flat-earth myth
was true, being stunned to read Bede mentioning
casually that the earth was in the shape of “a ball.”12
You can find the same view in the writings of
Thomas Aquinas in the high medieval period or
pretty much anywhere else you would care to look.
Moreover, all the church leaders who discussed
Columbus’s possible expedition with him assumed
that the earth was round. Their objection was that
the earth was much bigger than he was assuming
and therefore Columbus’s calculations regarding
how long it would take to reach India were inaccu-
rate. These medieval clerics were, of course, right
about this — their scientific theories were more accu-
rate than those of Columbus. The eminent evolu-
tionary biologist and nontheist, Stephen Jay Gould,
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in a full and candid exposure of this false claim
that the church once taught a flat earth, has carefully
explained that “the nineteenth-century invention of
the flat earth ... occurred to support another dubi-
ous and harmful separation ... the supposed war-
fare between science and religion.”13

The so-called “war" between faith and
learning, specifically between orthodox
Christian theology and science,
was manufactured during the second half
of the nineteenth century.

Another example is in the field of anesthetics. Draper
and White also popularized the urban legend that the
church opposed the use of anesthetics for women
during childbirth on the grounds that it was a viola-
tion of the statement in Genesis that childbirth would
be painful. Just recently, Deborah Blum, a Pulitzer-
prize winning science writer and a professor at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison, wrote in the New
York Times: “When 19th-century doctors began using
chloroform to alleviate the pain of childbirth, the
Scottish Calvinist church declared it a ‘Satanic inven-
tion” intended to frustrate the Lord’s design.”14 This
is simply wrong. No church has ever pronounced
against anesthetics in childbirth. Moreover, there was
no vocal group of ministers who opposed it. In fact,
the inventor of chloroform received fan mail from
ministers of the major denominations thanking him
for helping to alleviate the suffering of women in
labor. Rather, the opposition to anesthetics during
childbirth came from medical professionals, not from
ministers, and for scientific, not religious, reasons.>

A major figure in the construction of the notion
of a war between theology and science was T. H.
Huxley, the English biologist who was a principal
champion of Darwinism and who coined the word
“agnosticism” to describe his own viewpoint re-
garding religion.1 James Moore has observed that
warfare was Huxley’s “favorite metaphor” for the
relationship between science and religion.’” Huxley
even described himself as a “gladiator-general” in
this alleged fight. Huxley saved his most savage
attack for a Roman Catholic biologist, St. George
Jackson Mivart. Mivart’s infuriating crime was to
accept scientific claims, not to reject them. He
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claimed that Darwinism was perfectly compatible
with historic Christian teaching. Huxley was
furious with this Catholic thinker because Huxley
was trying to generate the perception of a war
between faith and learning. Huxley insisted that
Mivart had to choose whether he wanted to be
“a true son of the Church” or “a loyal soldier of
science” (notice the military metaphor).1® In short,
Huxley was not witnessing a fight between faith
and science; he was trying to provoke one.

So, one may well ask, why? Why did Huxley
want a fight? Why did Draper and White manufac-
ture evidence in order to lead people to imagine
that there was one? Why was the notion of a war
between faith and science constructed in the second
half of the nineteenth century? Frank M. Turner,
John Hay Whitney Professor of History at Yale Uni-
versity, has argued persuasively that the notion of
a conflict between theology and science was gener-
ated as part of a campaign of professionalization by
would-be scientists. In the mid-nineteenth century,
there was no such profession. Charles Babbage, the
brilliant mathematical thinker who first conceived
the programmable computer, observed in 1851:

Science in England is not a profession: its culti-

vators are scarcely recognized even as a class.
Our language itself contains no single term by
which their occupation can be expressed.?®

In other words, this was before there were “scien-
tists.” Instead, there were only “men of science,”
a term, like its counterpart, “men of letters,” that
referred more to the pursuits of gentlemen of leisure
than to what someone did for a living.

Until several decades into the nineteenth century,
there were only two universities in England, Oxford
and Cambridge. Both saw Classics, that is, the litera-
ture and philosophy of ancient Greece and Rome,
as the rightful core of a university curriculum and
therefore had few faculty positions in the natural
sciences. Moreover, in order to hold a position at
these universities, one would need to be ordained in
the Church of England and thus also be a clergy-
man.? The same would have been true of schools
for children and youths. There were no state schools
until 1870, and therefore most schools, especially
the elite ones such as Eton, Harrow, and Rugby,
had an explicitly Anglican identity. Indeed, being
a priest in the Church of England was widely seen
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as the most sensible way to make a living for some-
one who wished to pursue scholarly interests. It was
a learned profession that allowed one considerable
time to invest in intellectual pursuits of one’s own
choosing. For example, Connop Thirlwall (1797-
1875) eventually rose to bishop in the Church of
England. Nevertheless, his sympathetic biographer
admits that Thirlwall’s ordination “was determined,
in cold-blooded fashion, simply by force of circum-
stances in order to obtain a decent leisure for his
literary pursuits.”?! Thus, most scientific work in
England was being done by clergymen. Moreover,
much of it was remarkably good work. Not only
were many of the nation’s greatest men of science
also clergymen, but numerous, more obscure clergy-
men up and down the country were also carefully,
patiently, and accurately cataloguing the natural
world and discovering its secrets.

Huxley and others who aspired
to turn scientific pursuits into
a profession .. "needed” a war

between science and religion.

One can see how this would be very annoying to
Huxley who wanted to be a man of science himself
but, not least because of his agnostic views, was
unable to make a living either as an Oxbridge profes-
sor or as a clergyman. In fact, as celebrated as Huxley
was, his career was not as a university professor or
some other such position that we could assume to be
a fitting one for a scientist of his reputation today.
Rather, he was fortunate to make a living by lecturing
at the Government School of Mines, and even this
opportunity would not have been available earlier
in the century.

Huxley and others who aspired to turn scientific
pursuits into a profession, therefore, “needed” a war
between science and religion. The purpose of the
war was to discredit clergymen as suitable figures
to undertake scientific work in order that the new
breed of professionals would have an opportunity
to fill in the gap for such work created by elimi-
nating the current men of science. It was thus ten-
dentiously asserted that the religious convictions of
clergymen disqualified them from pursuing their
scientific inquiries objectively.
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More to the point, however, was the fact that
clergymen were undertaking this work for the sheer
love of science and thus hindering the expectation
that it would be done for money by paid full-time
scientists. Clergymen were branded amateurs in
order to facilitate the creation of a new category of
professionals. In addition to Draper and White,
another book that illustrates this point is Francis
Galton’s English Men of Science: Their Nature and
Nurture (1874).22 Galton, like Huxley, also wanted a
war. His research for the book included sending out
questionnaires to scientists. To his disappointment,
the overwhelming majority reported that religious
beliefs were in no way a hindrance to scientific
work. In an ironically unscientific way, he decided
to ignore these results and simply to assert in his
book that religious convictions were “uncongenial”
to the pursuit of science, despite the fact that his
own data did not support that conclusion.?? The
professional dimension of this story is reinforced
by recalling that the other great enemy of the new
breed of scientists was the animal rights advocate.
What clergymen and animal rights advocates had
in common was that the new would-be scientists
perceived them as standing in the way of their
ambitions for developing the profession.

Let me take a brief detour into the social sciences.
While less scholarly work has been done on this,
I think a similar professional dimension is a signifi-
cant factor in the perception of a war between
faith and anthropology. In a professional reading
of the situation, missionaries “needed” to be labeled
biased amateurs in order to make room for a
new category of professionals, the anthropologists.
Anthropologists have been so forceful in their
attacks on missionaries precisely because mission-
aries are so good at doing excellent anthropological
work. Indeed, anthropologists have a hard time
competing with them. The heart of good anthropo-
logical research is field work, and missionaries are
simply in the field, carefully observing and record-
ing, much longer than almost any anthropologist
can expect to be. A dirty secret of anthropologists is
that they sometimes steal most of their data from the
work of missionaries, often leaning on them heavily
while they are in the field, and then disparaging
them thereafter. Anthropologists “need” to say that
the faith commitments of missionaries disqualify
them from doing truly scholarly work, in order to
open up a space for themselves as professionals.
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This hostility is illustrated in the case study of the
“missionary position.” Numerous anthropologists
have mentioned in their writings that missionaries
once insisted on one sexual position as the only
appropriate one, condemning other practices in the
cultures where they were working as sinful. In the
minds of these anthropologists, the “missionary
position” is a classic example of the prudish, joyless,
rule-obsessed, life-denying influence of mission-
aries. The notion of a sexual position dictated by
missionaries has become such a common “fact” that
it shows up in dictionaries, in works of reference,
in magazines and newspapers, seemingly every-
where. Nevertheless, Robert J. Priest, in a 2001 issue
of Current Anthropology, has demonstrated incon-
vertibly that this is an urban legend.?* At no time
and in no place did any missionary ever teach any
such thing.

It turns out that the notion of a “missionary
position” was coined by the famous social scientist,
Alfred Kinsey, in his Sexual Behavior in the Human
Male (1948).% Kinsey claimed to have learned of this
from the anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski’s
The Sexual Life of Savages in North-Western Melanesia
(1929).26 Kinsey had misremembered this, however,
and in a way that reveals hostility to missionaries.
What Malinowski actually wrote was an account
of seeing an engaged couple leaning against one
another and holding hands in public. This was
condemned by traditionalists in their community as
their behaving “missionary fashion,” one of those
novel immoralities introduced by missionaries.”?”
In other words, “the missionary position” actually
represents the influence of missionaries decreasing
prudishness and restrictions in an affirmation of joy,
life, love, and sexuality. Such an affirming story is
not retold, however, but rather is replaced with a
fictitious story that puts the missionaries in an un-
favorable light. This is done, I am positing, because
a conflict is “needed” in order to help the anthro-
pologists establish themselves as the only profes-
sionals when it comes to gaining knowledge about
people groups across the globe.?

To reframe my argument in another way, I am
suspicious of the assumption that it was something
intrinsic to the nature of modern discoveries that
caused the perception that faith and learning were
at odds. To continue with our case study, I am
suspicious, specifically, of the assumption that the
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advance of scientific knowledge in the last one
hundred fifty to two hundred years has created
an unprecedented problem for the reconciliation of
faith and learning. The story of the nineteenth cen-
tury is actually one in which orthodox Christian
ministers, theologians, churches, and denomina-
tions accepted dramatic scientific developments
with remarkably little fuss. Christians quickly ac-
cepted the new findings of geology, for example,
and an earth that is millions of years old was the
normative view among clergymen even well before
Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859).

Likewise, the introduction of Darwinism into
Victorian thought is not a story of denominations
making official pronouncements against it or clergy-
men lining up to attack it, but rather of widespread
acceptance and even championing of it by ministers
and theologians.?’ Indeed, the main champion of
Darwinism in America was himself a devout evan-
gelical Christian, Asa Gray, professor of botany at
Harvard University. Or, to take another example,
a major popularizer of evolution for evangelicals
was the nineteenth-century evangelist Henry Drum-
mond, a colleague of the great Chicago revivalist
D. L. Moody. Drummond wrote best-selling reli-
gious books in which he incorporated into evangeli-
cal theology his assumption that Darwinianism was
sound science.3? These names are only illustrative.
It would take a long, long time to list all of the promi-
nent orthodox Christian ministers, theologians, and
thinkers who accepted Darwinism promptly as good
science that did not conflict with Christian teaching.

The word “fundamentalist” comes from a series
of pamphlets published in the early 1910s entitled
The Fundamentals: A Testimony to the Truth.3! Re-
markably, in the light of subsequent history, several
of the contributors to this series that literally served
to launch the fundamentalist movement were min-
isters and theologians who believed in evolution.
Princeton theologian B. B. Warfield, who is famous
for championing biblical inerrancy, was one of
them.32 Another was James Orr, a professor of
apologetics in Scotland, who wrote the very first
tract in The Fundamentals. Another was George
Frederick Wright, an American biblical archaeolo-
gist. Nevertheless, later in the series came a couple
of anti-evolution tracts, most notably one by an ob-
scure author entitled “Decadence of Darwinism.”33
This was a sign of where the nascent fundamentalist
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movement was heading. After a full biblical
generation of certain polemical scientists promoting
the notion that there was a war between faith and
learning, conservative Christians came to believe it.
At this crucial moment, the war metaphor would
be adopted by the other side. Fundamentalists
now published volumes with titles such as The
Great Conflict, The Battlefield of Faith, and War on
Modernism.3*

Although certain strident scientists
in the second half of the nineteenth
century constructed the notion of a war
between faith and learning,
conservative Christians deserve
their share of the blame for having
adopted and perpetuated this model
in the fwentieth century and beyond.

The result has been a widespread suspicion of main-
stream scholars by conservative Christians. The pos-
sibility of a vast, godless conspiracy by academics
or scientists is a real one in many fundamentalist
or conservative evangelical minds. The resulting
anti-intellectualism, lamented and explored in Mark
Noll’s classic study, The Scandal of the Evangelical
Mind, has taken a great toll.3> In other words,
although certain strident scientists in the second half
of the nineteenth century constructed the notion of
awar between faith and learning, conservative Chris-
tians deserve their share of the blame for having
adopted and perpetuated this model in the twentieth
century and beyond. The notion of a war between
faith and science has been so successful that now
some conservative Christians can cavalierly dismiss
the evidence for global warming as a result of human
behavior —not on the basis of countervailing scien-
tific evidence (a perfectly legitimate effort), but on
the grounds that it comes from scientists who are
opponents not to be trusted. Huxley, I suspect, has
got more than he bargained for.

To quote John Lennon, “War is over, if you want
it.” If the notion is actually fictitious —that it is get-
ting harder, if not becoming impossible, to reconcile
an orthodox Christian faith with the latest findings
by scholars —then where do we go from here? After
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the conflict between faith and learning comes the
integration of faith and learning. This is what came
before the warfare imagery as well. In other words,
it has always been the task of learned, thinking
Christians to take seriously both orthodoxy and the
latest learning and to find a way to think about
both of them in a coherent, faithful, noncompart-
mentalized way. Integration does not mean that
historic Christian commitments are abandoned or
contorted in the face of every wind of intellectual
fashion. Neither does it mean that new scholarly
findings leave our old ways of speaking about the
faith completely untouched. Rather, it means that
difficult intellectual work is needed, that of making
the call on what is and is not a part of the faith
which was once delivered unto the saints.

It has always been the task of learned,
thinking Christians fo take seriously
both orthodoxy and the latest learning
and to find a way to think about
both of them in a coherent, faithful,
noncompartmentalized way.

This has been done in every generation. Already in
the second century, Justin Martyr was working on
the integration of the Christian faith with classical
learning, including the philosophy of Socrates and
Plato.? In the Middle Ages, Thomas Aquinas pur-
sued the integration of faith with the new dominant
intellectual culture of a revived Aristotelianism.%”
One can see the Reformation, both in a Catholic form
as articulated by Erasmus, and in a Protestant form
as expounded by Calvin, as a theological appropria-
tion of the new intellectual climate of Humanism.3
These integrations involve both changing the way
Christians think and speak about theological issues,
and a willingness to hold to orthodoxy even when
current intellectual fashions assail it. When my
students sometimes argue that Justin Martyr was
a compromiser who attempted to incorporate too
much of Greek philosophy into Christianity, I re-
mind them that when Justin was a schoolboy he did
not give his last name as “Martyr” and thus he obvi-
ously tenaciously held onto key beliefs which could
not be made compatible with the wider culture.
Thomas Aquinas accepted many aspects of Aristote-
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lian thought, but rejected its teaching on the eternity
of matter because he discerned that it was incompat-
ible with the orthodox Christian doctrine of creation
ex nihilo. This is what is meant by integration. There-
fore, as I have used Darwinism as a case study for
part of this article, I would like to point out that
what I mean by integration is not that Christians
should accept evolution uncritically in toto. In my
own theological reflection on this subject, I would
insist that any potential integration with Darwinism
preserve the following elements: God as Creator;
human beings as uniquely made in the image of
God, yet fallen and sinful; and the Bible as a unique,
truthful, and trustworthy communication of the
inspired Word of God written.

I should also clarify that, of course, there were
Christian ministers in the nineteenth century who
were public and vocal opponents of Darwinism.
The point is that this should not be viewed as part of
a war in which “the Church” opposes “science” or
“learning,” but rather as an example of the kind of
in-house conversations that Christians have always
had—no different in kind from the church father
Tertullian’s rejection of the significant drawing up-
on Platonic thought being done by fellow believers
following the pattern set by Justin Martyr or the
way that thirteenth-century Franciscans were more
resistant to the appropriation of Aristotelian thought
than the Dominicans were.

Integration is not easy, and it is all the harder in
a time when a climate of suspicion has been created
by the now entrenched warfare model. I am well
aware that as long as there are secular thinkers in
our disciplines or Christians in our faith communi-
ties for whom the war is not over, then this legacy
will continue to impinge on us in negative ways that
we cannot control. Nevertheless, there is much that
we can do to further integration for ourselves and
our communities. For integration to be successful,
it involves both a commitment to, and sympathetic
and learned understanding of, the content of the
Christian faith and the scholarly discipline under
consideration. In other words, pastors who know
the Bible and theology well but are ignorant of the
actual contours of a secular body of knowledge
cannot do integration. Likewise, scholars who know
their discipline well but who only have a hazy
understanding of the contours of the Scriptures and
classic Christian orthodoxy cannot do integration
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effectively either —even if they happen to be person-
ally devout Christians.

In conclusion, the way forward must be a sympa-
thetic collaboration between groups of people of
goodwill from both of these areas of expertise—
a collaboration that results in everyone becoming
progressively more literate in both areas. This will
mean making strategic friendships, projects, and
consultations, and committing to spending a por-
tion of our reading time studying material outside
our own discipline. For example, to continue with
the case study I have followed throughout, scien-
tists reading theology, and theologians reading
science.#0 War is over, if you want. Long live
integration. ©
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