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Religion and science are most often at odds with each other. Rarely can they coexist without tension, let alone help one to support the other. Grinnell suggests they can and should coexist with one always providing “different types of answers” to the questions both ask (Everyday Practice of Science, p. 182). This view says that as each develops and learns more, these findings intertwine and combine “into a holistic yin-yang framework that cannot be harmonized or resolved further” (Everyday Practice of Science, p. 181). That is to say, they cannot be further explained or simplified, only that they exist together in as basic a form as is possible and that through cooperation answers can be found. There is a flaw to this concept, however. Modern religion has, for the most part, come to a completion of accepted understanding. Science, however, is rarely satisfied with its conclusions and is continuously accepting new ideas. It is through an understanding of how faith and science interact that it can be seen that Grinnell’s notion of complementarity cannot hold true.


  Science is always on the frontier of new discoveries. This frontier is unseen and unknown.  On this frontier are many questions that scientists look to resolve. Religion comes to be a factor on this frontier primarily through morals. Many scientific methods tend to be put under the scrutiny of a religious lens. Scientific practices are often constrained by the public’s moral conscience which is directly affected by popular religion. For example, a dispute on the value and beginning of human life puts religion very much at odds with science. This is seen quite clearly with the debate on embryonic stem cell research. Many religions put human life at existence upon first conception. Many modern scientists, however, would like to think that it takes more time for such an embryo to develop into a human being. Using this idea, they could morally research embryonic stem cells. Religion would argue that it would be inhumane and morally objectionable to do such research because it results in the death of a human being. Thus, religion’s moral code sometimes interferes with the progression-minded will of science.


A second example of religion interacting with science involves genetic research and genetic engineering. The ability to alter genetic code has very powerful potential. It could be used for many things from cloning to the creation of life with specific traits and attributes. Most religions will argue that only god has the power to create life and that it is through his will that specific life is made. For a human to make life as he chooses would be to use power only god has. It would be morally wrong to try to take god’s power or to “play” god. Scientists, however, see genetic research as a new opportunity to combat diseases that are currently, for the most part, unbeatable with modern medicine. For many scientists, genetic research has huge potential, and to halt research in it would be absurd. As is such with most influences on science by religion, it aims to impede science’s progression because of its moral constraints.

How science influences faith is a very different relationship. Grinnell states that “religious beliefs constantly are evolving” in accord with new perceptions of the world around us (Everyday Practice of Science, p.172.). In a way, this is true. Faith is belief in something, even if we do not have enough evidence to. It is an assumption that is often profound and unchanging. Religion is faith in something that explains to us aspects of the world we do not fully understand. The goal of science is to learn that which we do not fully understand. Therefore, as science progresses, one of three things will happen to religion. The first is that religion was right, and science merely verified it. The second is that religion was wrong, and it either changes or falls to the wayside. The third is that religion is wrong, yet it persists, maintaining or coming up with new tenets and beliefs that contradict or defy the science. Unfortunately, the first case rarely occurs. The second case is evident with many religions of the past which are no longer practiced, such as the religion of the ancient Greeks. In it, many gods and goddesses were created as explanations to the world around them that they could not understand, such as the sun. The third case is one that has affected many of the popular religions practiced today. An example of this is the Catholic Church’s teaching on the assumption of Mary. Despite the fact that over the course of history, science has shown that matter cannot be created or destroyed, the Church maintains that Mary’s physical body was taken into heaven, a place that exists outside of our physical realm. As such, the way science influences religion is similar to how religion influences science in that they do not often agree with each other. 

Grinnell gives a detailed explanation of how he thinks that religion and science interact. He says that we all live, observe, and perceive through everyday life experience. We take this experience, however, and siphon it through one of two lenses or attitudes: a religious attitude or a scientific attitude. Both views from these attitudes toward the same everyday life experience come together in a yin-yang fashion to form our knowledge of the self and the world. He says that the current state of religious and scientific interaction “tends to be one-sided—science informing religion” (Everyday Practice of Science, p.183) and that it should be changed so that both sides equally accept the other in a “holistic sense of dynamic tension” (Everyday Practice of Science, p.184). He says that while religion is ready to accept science, science is often unwilling to accept religion. Once they both learn to cooperate and accept each other’s attitudes, then they will be acting in complementarity.
An example of complementarity given by Grinnell is Niels Bohr’s explanation of the duality of light. Light exhibits specific characteristics that would categorize it equally as being a wave and being made of particles. Outwardly, it does not seem possible for something to be both wavelike in nature as well as be made of particles. The concept of complementarity in this case, however, says that “at the quantum level, there could be no distinction between the object and the experimental circumstances that allowed the object to be observed” (Everyday Practice of Science, p.180) (Honner, J., Zygon). Therefore, when observed in the ways it is, light can possess both qualities of waves and particles without contradicting itself. 

Complementarity, in this way, seems to be a useful tool for explaining disparities in observations that both seem true yet contradictory. Following this, some people, such as Grinnell, suggest allowing complementarity to explain the differences between religion and science, thus enabling them to cooperate and exist side by side. Issues arise, however, when trying to apply complementarity in such a way. Firstly, religious views are widely varied whereas scientific views are generally unified. Secondly, scientific views are under revision, and new ones are always emerging. Oppositely, religious views tend to be solidified and only change in response to science. Each of these differences is significant in its own respect.


The fact that religious views are widely varied strongly disagrees with the complementarity example of the duality of light. There are many religions, each with their own tenets, beliefs, and ideals. Science, however, tends to follow acknowledged laws and principles, and only after they have undergone extreme scrutiny. While there are some topics which are controversial among scientists, there are basic ones which are universally accepted. This cannot be said about all religions as well. This makes it very difficult for religion to influence science in the same way science influences it because there are no accepted ideas to apply to science from it. 

Furthermore, it is difficult for religion and science to interact in the same way because science is significantly more dynamic. Scientists are constantly pursuing new knowledge for the sake of science and understanding. Established religions rarely make changes or release new discoveries unless spurred to by science. The discoveries of science push religion, but religion does not reciprocate. Therefore, it is hard for science to be affected by religion in a similar way. While there do exist instances of major religions making significant changes, such as Vatican II, it often is mostly internal and does not affect its relationship with science. 


Complementarity is a very important and useful concept. The interaction between religion and science, however, is such a situation that complementarity cannot be applied to it. Science is dynamic and the way that religion is influenced by it is in a reactive way. Science is influenced very differently by religion. As such, a relationship of complementarity cannot be used to simplify the interaction between science and religion.
