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The tnoomparibility of science and vedigion Kas been the subgect of an age-old debate among scholars. Andvew Dicksan White, tbe
Sivit president of Cornell University, speaks of this conflist in terms of “warfare,” wherenn the veligrons constraints of Christianity
bnder the scientific quest for truth. Kavl E. Jobnson examine; the legacy of White's century-oled 1beits i modern philaraphical terms,
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Revisiting Andrew Dickson White's “Warfare” Thesis at 100 Years

by Karl E._Johnson

wrening oat Whire's Enlightenment gpistemology bears move similarity to Evangelical faith thaw previsusly believed,

n 1849, a young man was sent to

Geneva College, an Episcopal

school, against his will. Sixteen
vears {and a few degrees) lacer, he co-
founded Cornell University—the first
major American university wichout a
mandarory chapel arcendance require-
ment. Larer, in 1896, after recining
from service as Cornell's firse presi-
dent, he published a massive two-
volume work entithed A Hivory of the
Warfare of Scienmce wirh Theology 4
Chrivtendam.'

Thestory of Andrew Dickson White
is refevane because, as the social
constructivists have taughr us, schol-
arship is not conducted in a vacuum.
Notonly was White sent toa religrous
school against his will, he abso lived
during the decades berween the pub-
licatton of Darwin's Origin of Specres
and the Scopes “Monkey Trial.” years
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twriting in refigion.

duning which the debate over che re-
fationship between science and reli-
gion was most fierce in America. As
we now better understand, the very
lines of inquiry one pursues and inter-
precations and conclusions one areives
at are influenced by social and histori
cal concext, as well as one’s life expe-
FICL S,

White would have scoffed at such a
suggestion. To White, a child of che
Enlightenment. the quest for knowl-
edge was a “disinterested” quest for
objective and certain truth. Herein lie
the rtwin ironies of Whire's work and
legacy. First, White criticized theo-
logical beliefs as contradictory 1o sci-
entific understanding when in face
most Christians of his day largely
shared his analytical and objeceivist
approach to knowledge. Second, al-
though Whire's "warfure thesis” has
been dismissed by conservative Chris-
tians, many of these same religious
critics have adopted his Enlighten-
Ment presupposicions, atmph\'ing the

very faich chey defend,
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Enlightenment
Epistemology

Impatient readers will noe enjoy
White's book; his posnt is simple but
his supporring evidence is tortuously
drawn out, Two volumes and nearly
one thousand pages are spent de-
scribing and documenting all kinds
of religious beliefs and pracrices, from
“diabolical agency instorms” to “theo-
logical ideas of lunacy.” These ex-
amples and hundreds of others are
offered by White to support his rhe-
sis rhar the kanowledge thae stems
from farch is in almose every ¢ircum-
stance contrary to what modern schaol-
ars learn to be true by the scientific
method. Inspiced by what he per-
ceived to be “the antagonism be-
tween the theological and scientific
view of the universe,” Whize descnbed
his wim as replacing “oueworn creeds
and noxtous dogmas™ with “hiscori-
cal rruch.™

Warfare was received with much
controversy. To be cerrain, Whice
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never consiclered himself an enemy of
religion. The struggle was not be-
eween scrence and religion, bue be-
eween science and theology. Alchough
these terms are never clearly defined,
he essentially equared religion wich
universal morality, and theology wich
secearian dopma. His defense of “ras
tional religion” wis neverstheless
pelemic againse “historic Christian-
ity,” and it prediceably ruffled more
than z few feathers among the de-
vaut,

While much of the debate over
White's book {and his university ) has
been ad Sommem 1n nature—locusing
on whether he himself was a believer
or an infidel—the epistemological us-
sumpeions behind hischesis are rightly
debacable, Whire distinguishes be-
tween two kinds of trath—rche Bible
15 true, be wrote, "not as a record of
ourward fact, bur us & mirror of the
evolving heart, mind, and soul of
man.” Whire thus adopted the “myth
approach”™ ta biblical nrerprecason
typical of liberul theology. He con-
ceded thac che Bible is “troue” in its
desc n[\liun ot rchgnu.;s cxpenences
thar are enligheening and univeesal,
but that the Bible s not lrerally rrue

I response to White's charge. some
conservative Evangelicals (lacer called
fundamencalists) asserted char rhe
Bible was indeed trae—nor in some
myrthical sense bue facrually and liter-
ally. Although Whiee s allegation that
the methods of cheology were incom-
pactble with those of science wis mis-
leading, the warfare metaphor be-
came self-fulfilling in a sociological
sense as fundamentalists and evolu-
tionists engaged ina bartle over school
curriculum.” To conservarives, speak
ing of the Bible as “true fietion” was
worse fll.“l nonsense, it was ||('.'l'\"\'
Fundamencalists and many Evan-
gelicals continue to defend the verac-
ity of Scriprure and the Christian faich
on the basis that ir is "objective his-
torical face."

It was not uncil che 1920s rhar
fundamentalists became disillusioned
with the scienrific establishment and
the incompatibiliey of science and re-

ligion became a widely held beliet
This alleged mcompanbilicy wus ac-
taally difficule to escablish prcit'inlg.
beczuse White and the conservative
Evangelicals of his day shared so much
in common; they disagreed abour
whar constituted truch, bur boch in-
voked che language of "objective faces’
und "certain truth,” In this sense
White was not unhke William

Jennings Bryan—both were funda-

mentalists of a sort
A Postliberal Perspective

The science vs. religion debare has
progressed in recent decades, Positiye
ism has ywelded to a more humble
understanding of the scientific projece,
SCIENLISLS NOW recognize their task as
un atcempre to understand che exeer-
nal world as objectively as possible
while acknowledging chesignificance
of human influence. This approach s
often called “cricicul™ or “practical”
realism, as opposed to the former
‘nave” realism_ Evangelical scholars
have alse become
more sophiscicared
than their early
twentieth-centurey
predecessors, hav-
ng prl:plL'SSl:sJ
from an “academi
dark age of conser-
vative evangelical
schotarship™ 1o "a
minor TN~
sance.”’ Many re-
cent journals pub-
lish what may bese
be described as selt-
consctous and self-
¢ritical Christian
scholarship, atonce
drawing unabash-
edly from non
Christian sources
while remaining
diseincuvely Chrs-
tan.’ One conse-
quend ¢ of these de-
velopments in the
philosophy of sa-

A.D. White sits eternal in front of Goldwin Smith Hall,

thae the methods of science and the
methods of religion are now under-
stood to have significant similaritics,
such as che funcrion of intersubjective
testability amuong a community of
scholars.™

Even more significant is the post-
maodern nsight that conflicting mod-
ern philosophies often share many of
the same presuppositions, The liberul
and conservative approaches to bibli-
cal interpretarion are a case in poing
While Liberals (in rthe trudition of
White) considder Scripture,”ficnion,’
and conscrvatives (in the tradition of
Bryan)consider Scripture, “fact,” both
begin with the epistemological as-
sumpeion thae one must oppose fact
to ficrion, and then search for the
“true meaning” of Scripture wathin
the subtexe, Moreover, while the truch
ol Scriprure is considered by liberals to
be an authentic religious experience,
and by conservatives to be a temporal
spatial event, both make claims in the
l.mpu.l_j.',c of objecavity, uniy arsalicy,

and certamty.

enceand religionis  Photo by Boris Grinket.
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This is # critique commonly made
by “post-liberal” theologians such as
Duke University's Seanley Hauerwas
and William Willimon, Appropriat-
ing the post-modernist skepricism
toward episcemological certainey and
the alleged universality  of
"metanarmatives,” post-libenels find the
teuth of Scriprure an s particulanty.,
In contrast to the liberal effore to
excract from the Bible evidence for a
universal religious experience, post-
liberals argue that Christianity 1 a
subculture with its own sfory or marva-
tive that provides the believer with a
unique way of viewing the world. In
short, post-liberals faule Liberals for
reducing theology to anthropology. ™

But post-liberalism s a caitique of
the Enlightenment in the broadest
sense, and so rejects most forms of
CONSErvatism s mere varacons of
liberalism. The evangelical emphasis
on the rationality of faith 1s thus seen
as a corollary of the Enlightenment
emphasis on the ranonality of saence,
And as Willimon observes, the habit
among Evangelicals 1o defend their
fasth us “objective and absoluee truth”
ts to talk aboat rruch in a manner
more ssmilar to Enlighrenment phi-
losophers than to Jesus. Whereas the
Bible reverses the convencional “see-
ing is believing” as “believing is see-
ing,” sugaescing that conversion 18 a
precondition of clear vision, the lan-
guage of “objective truth” implies that
belief is stmply a funcion of rational
mnqquiry, The necessity of @ personal
encounter withan external powerle g,
Jesus) s lost,

Post-liberals believe the language
of “objective truch™ is reductivist.
Nocing that Jesusis nowhere recorded
us having asked for cognitive assent to
logical propesicions, Willimon wnites

that Christtan disaipleship involves
the whole self, not just the mind:
“Jesus never asks us eo agree; he asks
us to join up, to foffere,"'* One expla-
nation as to why this “holistic” faith
has been reduced o the language of
disembodied intellece is that it is com-
tortable; assenting to truth s easier
than abiding by it. But according to
Willimon, the best explanation is his-
torical:

Talk af objecrive teuth suggests thar the
truth is someching that any fool can
walk in off the streec and ger withour
casc or pain. It is a bad kegacy of the
Enlghrenment, which hoped o devese
systems of knowledge and morals thae
wonkd he immediaredy avadable to any-
mne wha conld chink ratiaally sbout
such mareers."’

Inshore, Willimon argues that Ameri-
can Christians are often farsighted;
while quick to criticize the “syncre-
tism” of Christiun faith with pagan
cultures, American Christians ful co
perceive the syncretism of char same
fiuth with Western traditions such as
Enlighteament epistemology.

(.S, Lewis’ Literary Criticisim:
The Marriage of Fact and Fiction

Understandably, pose-liberals such
as Willimon are a thorn in the side of
conservative Evangelicals. On the one
hand, pest-liberals confess the author-
ity of Scripture is prior to rthe aurhor-
ity of human reason, and so are closer
kin to Evangelicals than liberals. On
the other hand, the pose-liberal criti-
cism of lireral hiscoricity leaves many
Evangehicals wondering whether post-
liberals befieve the “stories” of Scrip-
ture arc true mn actual fact or varia.

tions of the “myth approach” ro theol -
ogy.

The core question is: How should
Christians approach the Bible as 2
cext? Is the Bible history or scory? Fact
or fiction? Parcicular or universal?
Propositional or imaginarive?

Whereas pose-liberals focus on the
lirerary integrity and meaning of Scrip-
ture, most Evangelicals prefer the kind
of apologenics found in C.S, Lewss'
Mere Christsanity. a truly brilliant ra-
twnalistic defense of the Christian
faich. The popularity of Mere Chris-
tlanity 18 nevertheless an irony, for not
only was Lewis a licerary critic by
trade, but his favornee book among his
own writings was 12/ We Have Fac,
a reinteepretation of the pagan mych
of Cupid and Psyche." That Chrs-
tians generally prefer proposittonal
teuth to myth or imaginative licera-
wure is but further evidence of their
thoroughgoing modernism. ™'

As if anticipating cthe evangelical
post-liberal debate decades before it
surfaced, Lewis wrote that the very
challenge of human choughrt was bal-
ancing two kinds of knowledge that
we are tempted to compartmental-
iz¢—the abstract and the particular,
He writes:

Human intelbece s incurably abstract,
yer the anly realinies we expenience are
concrete—this pain, ths pleasure, this
dog. this man ... This is car dilemnma-

erther to taste and not o know or 1o
knvw and nie 1o caste, or moge stricrly,
1o luck voe kend of knowlkedge becanse
we are in an experience o to fack an.

other kind becasse we are outside 1¢

Explamning why he preferred imagi-
native to propositional Heerature,
Lewss made thes inceresting discinc-

“To be certain, White never considered bimself an enemy of

religion, but bis defense of ‘rational religion’ was nevertheless a

polemic against *historic Christianity.”
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A woman kisses the Virgin Mary in in Zagorsk. Photograph by

Cornell Capa in Photographs {1992).
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Myth thos serves as a “partial solu-

{ichotomized

von’ toche dilemma of
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ke a

postliberal than most Evangelicals

Lewrs, sounding more

would like o udmur, goes on 1o say
that the Incarnation of Christ 1s itseld

amyth. Unlike the post-liberals. how-

ever, he takes care to emphasize thar

it 15 also a hustorical face, “The hearr of
Chrstianiey is a myeh which s also a
tace,” he continues.

the Dying God, avidowt ceasing 10 e

wveh, comes down from the heaven of

legend and imagination toe the carch
of history. It bappens—ar a particular
dare, in a particular place, followed by
definable historical consequences,’
The incarnation thus teanscends myth,
meaning that Christiznmity 1s borh par
ticular (as the pose-liberals assert) and

unrversal (as che Evangelicals assere)
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the old myth of

It 1s both fiction and fact, both story
and history.

Lewis makes it clear, however, that
the more common error among Chrs-
o licerally.
While critical of those who read the

tians 5 to read the Bible

Bible as literature, “wichout atrend-
mmg to the mam ching e s about,
Lew |scl'1'||'h.14.i,'c> thar “there s asanes
the Bible

after all licerature, cannoc properly be

sense i whech SINCE 1t 18
read excepe as lireracure,”" Referring
agamn to the Incarnation, Lews writes
thar Chriscians need 10 be reminded
that what became Fact wiss o Myeh,

and Chrstians must theretore “nor be

cal radrance rest
The Incar-

ectively true tace,

ashamed of the myth

ing on {their] cheology.”

naton may he an of

!‘-lﬁt IT 1S NOT & myre TacT
The Real Warfare
C.S. Lewis and A D, White may

indeed have had lictle in common bue
the passage of bistory has broughe
them together. Despite Lewss' celeb-

rity startus among American
Evangelicals who use his rutionalise
apologetics to criticize those of a more
"scicntismic’ worldview, therr obses-
ston with objective and absolute truth
locates them maore closely o the pedi-

Iy as Whire

Wialrtare

grec of “sCientsmists” su

White s ust
phor was deliberately provocative. In
the words of religrous historian George
.\thli‘c!‘.,

it the meta

Whire fancied himself a
prophet of “a new age in which ehe
scieneific guest for rruch would finally
be freed from religrous constraine”

White believed,

eween the objective methodology ol

The "war, was be-
modern science and the outdaced su-
perstitious tradicons of religious faich
However, Marsden shows White's
diagnosis mussed che mark. Not oanly
did ninereench-cencury Evangelicals
have no -.|-.:.llu‘| with the scientilic
method, they

seanding “love affair wich Enlighten-

actually had a long

ment science.’ Ihe continued di
fense of Chrstianity as “"objective and
absolute crugh™ 15 irselFevidence of the

evangelical fondaess for Enlighten-



ment epistemology.

The real warfare berween science
and religion in America, which Whire
did more to promore than to diag-
nose, s the conflice between the nar-
row Enlightenment scandards of ob-
jectivity, cerrainty, and universaliey,
and the understanding thar there 1s
another kind of knowledge which is
more relatonal, experienrial. and par-
ticular.™ The cost to conservative
Christiansin adopting Enlightenmenc
epistemology s an atrophied appre-
ciation of wonder, delight, mystery,
imagination, fantasy, and existential
experience. Evidence for this can be
seen both inacademia, where far more
Christians pursue che natural sciences
than the humanities, and n the
Church, where charismarics have been
marginalized to the evangelical fringe
because of cherr fascinanion with “sub-
jeceive experience.”

In the words of Roger Olsen, editor
of the Chrittian Schular's Review, post-
liberalism deserves a hearing among
Evangelicals.”* Racher than reacring
10 the likes of White by defending
their faith as "objective and absoluce
teuth,” Evangelicals would do well,
he suggests, to atrend co the argu-
ment that they have unknowmgly
adopted many Enlightenment pre-
suppositions in their theology and
apologerics, Historical facts and uni-
versal principles have cheir place, but
so do relationships, imagmation, and
experience, As the post-liberals like
rosay, Jesus did not speak aboue truch
proposicionally but personally, he did
not sty “You muse believe cercain
doctrines abour me,” bac racher “/am
the way, the cruth, and the life,” @
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