
God and science is a pretty big topic. In truth it’s too big a topic for the time we have 

today, but it’s so important that it’s still worth trying to at least cover some of the high 

points. That’s because of all the questions people have about faith or about the 

possibility of faith, the idea that Christian faith, has been surpassed, or even proven false

by the discoveries of modern science is one of the most widely held.

We heard it a couple of years ago coming from Canada’s Governor General. In a speech 

to a scientific congress in 2017 GG Julie Payette made light of people who are still so 

silly as to believe in astrology, or in “divine intervention” in the creation of life.

To understand how Ms. Payette can equate Christian faith with astrology, we must return

to last week’s talk, and remember that for her and for many others “Christianity” is 

understood as the beliefs of fundamentalist Protestant Christianity. Such Christians are 

people who, for example,  add up the date references found in the creation stories in the 

Old Testament and come to the conclusion that the bible teaches us that the earth is only 

6,000 years old. As I talked about last week such an all-encompassing literal 

interpretation of the bible is not justified. 

So as Catholic Christians, we can join Governor General Payette in disagreeing with 

such interpretations. (Though hopefully we would do so more respectfully than she did).

We can join her, because these are not the beliefs of the Catholic Church -- nor of many 

Protestant Churches for that matter. 

But we cannot join her, or anyone, who claims that scientific theories about the origins 

of the universe prove that God did not create the universe or that God does not exist. 

Those claims are false. The reason we cannot join such people though, is NOT just 

because we are people of faith but -- equally important --  because we are also people of 

reason.



What does that mean? If we Catholic Christians believe that God created the universe, 

how can we ALSO accept science’s explanation of the origins of the universe? To 

answer we need to clarify two things. First we need to be clear on what Christians mean 

when we say God created the universe. Second, we need to be clear about the limits to 

what science has discovered about the origins of the universe.  

Let’s take the second question first. When I suggest that there are limits to what science 

has discovered about the origins of the universe, I am not claiming any scientific 

knowledge. I am claiming that, by virtue of its own method, science is limited in the 

kind of questions it poses and therefore in the conclusions it may legitimately draw. 

Note that these limits are not proposed by Christians to protect our faith. Rather they are 

intrinsic to the METHOD of science. That is, what it studies and the way it studies it 

intrinsically limits the conclusions that it can REASONABLY can draw from such 

studies.

So what is this method? And what are these limits? Well, in a nutshell, the method of 

science is the disciplined, structured examination of physical reality.. It has been and 

continues to be a powerful method of understanding that reality. But that also means that

the questions it asks -- and the answers it gives – by virtue of its method, can never 

reach beyond the object of its interest – the physical universe. The origin of the physical 

universe – how the object of science came into being – is, by by virtue of its method, 

beyond the scope of science.

Remember that this does not mean that SCIENTISTS are limited to asking questions and

providing answers to questions that do not go beyond physical reality. That happens all 

the time.  But it DOES mean that when they do so, their questions – and their answers – 

are not “scientific”.



So, science is limited by its method in the conclusions it can draw about the universe. 

But isn’t it religion, and the bible, which goes beyond its proper limits in talking about 

the origins of the universe? After all, there is no scientific proof of God’s existence, 

much less that he created the universe.

To understand this we need to return to our first question. What do we Catholic 

Christians mean when we say that God created the universe? 

Well, rather than understanding God's role in creation as an alternative to what science 

has discovered about the EVOLUTION of the physical universe, we understand God as 

the very source and foundation from which that universe springs. 

In other words the Christian God is not “a thing among things” - he is not part of the 

universe. If God were part of the universe, the standard atheist question-- “But who 

created God?” --  would be as devastating to faith as such people believe it to be. But 

God is not “a thing among things”. As I noted above, He is the unconditioned source and

foundation from which the universe and everything in it springs.

 God, in the Christian understanding, is the necessary condition for anything to exist at 

all.  On such an understanding, there is still plenty of room within the physical universe 

for the causality which science so effectively explores and very often explains. 

In other words God as creator is not a theory that directly competes with those theories 

the physical sciences propose in order to understand and explain the physical universe. 

In truth, we are actually asking different questions.



The primary question asked by Christianity AND by traditional philosophy with regard 

to the physical universe is: "Why is there something rather than nothing?"

So the claim that “science” has proven that there can be no non-physical answer to that 

question is NOT a scientific claim – even if it is made by scientists. Due to its method, 

science is uninterested in anything beyond the physical. That scientists ARE interested, 

and sometimes try to answer such questions, does not make their answers  “Scientific”. 

To claim, that there is nothing beyond the physical universe is not a scientific, but a 

philosophic claim. In making that claim you are answering a philosophic  question - why

is there something rather than nothing?   And however knowledgeable scientists may be,

we can safely assume that most are innocent of any serious knowledge of philosophy..

So then, to return to the bible and Christianity --  to say: “God created the heavens and 

the earth” as the first verse of the bible does, is propose an answer to the question about 

why there is something rather than nothing. It is NOT a specific claim about the details 

of the chronological history and evolution of the physical universe as described by 

science. As the unconditioned source of all that is, God can reasonably be the creator of 

a universe that is -- as science has discovered -- dynamic and evolving, without 

demanding those who believe put God in place of those laws.

So much for creation. Another important question for is what seems a contradiction 

between the bible’s description of God’s creation of individual species of plants, animals

and human beings, with the theory of evolution – which understands those same species 

(including human beings) as evolving gradually through natural selection from simpler 

to more differentiated and complex forms. While there are still a number who question 

the theory -- pointing to gaps in the historical evidence – Catholic Christians are free to 

accept it. St. John Paul II as pope, referred to evolution as “more than a hypothesis”. 



While we are free to accept the theory of evolution, Christians should carefully 

distinguish the scientific theory of evolution from the philosophic (metaphysical) 

assumption which often stands behind it – that of materialism. 

Materialism is a philosophic (not scientific) principle unreflectively held by many 

scientists and modern people. That is that nothing exists – or could exist -- outside of the

material universe we can observe and measure. Dr. Richard Lewontin, an American 

biologist, has been clear about what this means In the New York Review of Books he 

wrote this:

“It is not that the methods and institutions of science somehow compel us to accept a 

material explanation of the phenomenal world, but, on the contrary, that we are forced 

by our a priori adherence to material causes to create an apparatus of investigation and

a set of concepts that produce material explanations, no matter how counter-intuitive, 

no matter how mystifying to the uninitiated. Moreover, that materialism is absolute, for 

we cannot allow a Divine Foot in the door.”

The “prior commitment” to materialism of which Dr. Lewontin speaks, is as 

metaphysical – or for that matter as “religious” -- as the Christian commitment to a 

creating God.  And it is materialism, not evolution, that is the true first principle for 

many of those who are opposed to Christian belief.

Finally another question which troubles many is the possibility of other universes, or 

other worlds within our universe with intelligent life in other words -  “aliens”. What 

would the discovery of such universes or worlds mean to Christian faith? While there is 

no official Church teaching on this topic, it IS something that has been considered by 

theologians. Fundamentally the Christian understanding of God as the transcendent 

source of all that is, would hold true in light of the discovery of other universes. 



With regard to Christ’s place as saviour, our faith teaches us that “all creation was 

created in him, all creation was created for him” (Eph.) As a part (newly discovered) of 

creation, this would hold true for other universes also.  Some are concerned that 

scripture also teaches us that we were made in the image of God. How could this work 

in the case of other intelligent life forms? 

Well, even within Christian theology the idea of us being made in God’s image has been 

understood in various ways: specifically, made in God’s image because we have reason 

and free will, made in God’s image because we are relational beings. And so considering

the possibility of intelligent life beyond earth, if on another planet of our universe or in 

another universe, there are beings endowed with an intelligence and free will, we must 

assume that in one way or another they have been created in the image of the Son of 

God. 

The question of the incarnation – God becoming man (or the extraterrestrial equivalent) 

is an interesting one, though Christians must consider the possibility of creatures from 

other worlds may not having fallen – being created good as we were, but not having 

turned away from God in original sin. Therefore the incarnation would be unnecessary, 

but no doubt possible. As one Catholic theologian puts it:

“If we should encounter an “alien” from another planet, he would not actually be 

totally “alien” for us. Christian faith would encourage us to welcome him as a more or 

less close “relative” because of our common origin and goal and because of our 

common resemblance to the one Son.”

Finally, I would like to note that the relative certainty of many that  intelligent life exists 

elsewhere in the universe or outside it, is founded on philosophic materialism. If you 

believe intelligent life on earth is a random happening – then given an (almost) infinite 

number of other earths, it MUST have happened again. 



Christians, while remaining open to the possibility should not share in the certainty. God

created the universe – all that is visible and invisible and so the existence of other 

universes or extraterrestrial intelligent beings is theologically possible, but not MORE  

probable than their non-existence. Existence – mine, yours or an alien’s is always a 

freely given gift of grace. Thus the last word about this topic for Christians must be a 

word of respect before God’s absolute freedom to create one universe, many universes, 

or none at all.

There are many topics I have not managed to get to including arguments for the 

existence of God (again a matter of philosophy NOT science). But we need to keep 

moving. Next week I will turn to the profound and mysterious reality of evil, and the 

challenges it poses to our Christian understanding of God and the world.

But that is next week. For now, it is best for us to return to the reason we came here 

today, to draw near to the Lord in trust and love and to give him thanks and praise.


