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The Ways of Jesus and 
Science at an IVGCF Meeting 
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Setting
As part of an InterVarsity Graduate 
Christian Fellowship (IVGCF) student 
chapter’s “Jesus and …” series at Virginia 
Tech, I was asked to talk about Jesus and 
science, including my own experience 
as both a follower of science and a fol-
lower of Jesus. The small auditorium felt 
full with over seventy-fi ve academically 
minded adults, ranging in age from 18 
to 70. As both a scientist and a Jesus fol-
lower for over twenty years, I told them 
that my experience subverts the common 
expectation that increased knowledge 
terminates inquiry and ends argument. 
It was my contention that we are called, 
as heralds of both nature and beyond 
nature, to dwell in those tensions with the 
hope of congruence.

Introduction and 
Confession
In a world of continuing antagonism, 
where “versus,” “confl ict,” and even 
“war” are common descriptors for 
attempts to simulaneously consider ideas 
about the transcendent and nature, I am 
thankful for those who strive to observe 
and to create resonance between these 
voices without compromising their dis-
tinctives. My goal here is to examine 
the methodological and pedagogical 
approach of Jesus as documented in the 
New Testament, in the light of the usual 

manner of methodology and pedagogy 
within the sciences.1 I will refer to these 
methodological and pedagogical pat-
terns of habit as the “way of Jesus” and 
the “way of science.” Since both com-
munities claim that their way leads to a 
truthful understanding of the world, it 
seems that Jesus followers possibly have 
something to learn from scientists, and 
scientists could also possibly learn from 
Jesus followers. Both the way of science 
and the way of Jesus deserve respect for 
their historical tradition and their appeal 
to a broad spectrum of the population. As 
someone who fi nds a signifi cant degree 
of satisfaction with both ways, I seek to 
present each of them with integrity.

An Unhealthy Response 
to Tension: Reductionism
Within the context of communicating 
truth and meaning, the ways of Jesus 
and science are susceptible to reduction-
ism as a means to alleviate tension. For 
both the transcendent and material per-
spectives, generalization is necessary for 
the purpose of classifi cation. However, 
the extrapolation found in reductionism 
moves beyond the search for common-
ality and attempts to strip the world 
of its diversity and idiosyncrasy. With 
reductionism, as commonalities between 
varied experiences are discovered and 
highlighted, differences are suppressed. 
The unique, the atypical, and the excep-
tional are made to hide as though they do 
not exist at all. Reductionism is a primary 
tenet of fundamentalism, for both those 
who follow the way of science and those 
who follow the way of Jesus.
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Aspiration
Through examining facets of the way of science and 
the way of Jesus, my intention is to uncover situa-
tions in which reductionism seems to have had the 
fi nal word in our current context. Can the perspec-
tive of Jesus call attention to, and offer correction 
for, the reductionism present within the realm of 
science? Furthermore, can the perspective of sci-
ence call attention to, and offer correction for, the 
reductionism present among followers of Jesus? As 
a result of unaddressed reductionism, is it possible 
that the ways of science and Jesus have become less 
than what (or who) they were originally intended? 
By examining statements within one realm, I seek to 
remind us of the fuller character of the other realm. 
By presenting tenets familiar to adherents of each 
particular way, I intend to show how the perspec-
tives might inform the other. 

What can we learn from the way of Jesus 
about reductionism present in the way of 
science?
1. Truth is aided through a priori commitment to a 
particular viewpoint.
We often hear that science provides a perspective 
that is objective and free of commitment. A corollary 
to this “view from nowhere” is that we as learners 
can enter the academic world without any commit-
ments as to how our knowledge might come to us. 
The idea that a human is an automated truth seeker 
is often unconsciously presented in our classrooms 
and in our textbooks, especially by the community of 
science. Oftentimes in the fact-based presentations of 
science, the process of science such as how, and in 
what manner, those facts were obtained, is forgotten 
or distorted. 

One example of the methodological distortion in sci-
ence history is the pseudo-connection between the 
Michelson-Morley experiment and Einstein’s special 
theory of relativity (STR, circa 1905). To many, the 
traditional “genetic link”between theory and experi-
ment is displayed in Michelson-Morley’s null result 
for the ether followed by Einstein’s STR.2 Juxtaposed 
to this idealized textbook version of the story, 
Mansoor Niaz sums up his own historical inquiry of 
the account by stating, 

It is not farfetched to suggest that the relationship 
between the [Michelson-Morley] experiment and 

STR was made popular after the theory had gained 
support among physicists, based on new develop-
ments.3 

With our interest rooted in a desire to present an 
easy-to-understand fl ow of knowledge and realiza-
tion, the science community has perhaps sometimes 
exaggerated the linear accomplishments of the scien-
tifi c method as a tool for obtaining truth.

Similarly, while part of the task of science is to win-
now, we often forget that these tasks are somewhat 
guided by intuition, assumption, and a fair bit of 
hypothesizing. Consider the admonitions of two 
Nobel Laureates in physics related to the nature of 
choosing which experiments to conduct and how to 
conduct them:

The experimenter usually has to base her or his 
decision partly on what feels right, partly on what 
technology they like, and partly on what aspects 
of the speculations [presuppositions] they like. 
(Martin Perl, 1995)4 

And also,

It [Experimentation] is intuition guided by facts, 
conjectures, and thoughts about what really would 
be important. (Leon Cooper, 1972)5

These a priori commitments are usually glossed over 
when the enterprise of science is presented or dis-
cussed, particularly in popularized versions of the 
progressive “tapestry of science” viewpoint.6

Juxtaposed to the extrapolated version of the way 
of science, Jesus teaches us that truth is obtained ex 
post facto, not a priori. By stating, “then you will know 
the truth” (John 8:32b), Jesus confronts the idea that 
we can gather truth as though we are consumers at 
the local department store or shell collectors at the 
beach. Furthermore, Jesus also affi rms the idea that a 
presupposition must be present prior to the commit-
ment to a particular way that could potentially yield 
truth. “If you hold to my teaching, you are really 
my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the 
truth will set you free” (John 8:32). 

Jesus states matter-of-factly the ground rules for 
seeking truth, namely, that we should not expect a 
path to reveal itself as true before it has been honestly 
and openly tried. As I have tried to show, philoso-
phers of science and even scientists themselves also 
confi rm that the way of science utilizes the concept 
of presupposition, and that many great discoveries 
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are forged in the face of anomalous data and fi nd-
ings.7 As it relates to the way of science, the search 
for truth and understanding often requires that we 
follow a particular path before there is confi rmation 
that the path actually accords with physical process. 
We must submit ourselves to an unclear path men-
tally, and sometimes even physically, so that truth 
may be recognized. 

2. The uniqueness of context and its interaction with 
its surrounding environment.
Science presents itself as a prophet of generality, in 
that the goal of science is to reveal the simple (but 
beautiful) patterns (i.e., truths) that outline our com-
mon experience as human creatures. One item to 
remember in this search for truth is that the patterns 
of the natural world are obtained by examining indi-
vidual examples. That is, while science principles 
are built on the commonalities that arise from the 
experiments and fi ndings of scientists, the individual 
contexts of each experiment are crucial to the enter-
prise of science. As scientists, we often forget that to 
learn about something, we must adopt a particular 
framework for the problem (often related to scale), 
which could constrain or limit our perspective. These 
necessary constraints, which include assumptions 
and approximations, are not universally prescriptive 
but rather are process (or subdiscipline) dependent.8 
Science has done many wonderful things that are 
widely applicable in scope, but we are forced to learn 
about the principles of science within its particular 
context.

Counter to a world of generality, Jesus places pri-
mary value on the uniqueness of experience. The 
teachings and actions of Jesus remind us of the situ-
ational context of truth, and science would do well 
to be reminded that generalities can only be distilled 
from unique contexts. While there are several differ-
ent examples, Jesus’s summative stance as a servant 
embodies his submission to context and individual 
personality. 

Jesus called them together and said, “You know 
that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles 
lord it over them, and their high offi cials exercise 
authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, 
whoever wants to become great among you must 
be your servant …” (Mark 10:42–43, NIV)

I am not advocating a general principle of moral rela-
tivism, nor am I stating that there is an alternative 

universe where the laws of physics are completely 
opposite. Merely, I am reminding scientists that from 
Jesus we learn that truth has a face. That is, even if 
objective truth exists, it always comes to us within a 
particular context and through a particular relational 
avenue. This is the basic premise of the incarnation—
namely, if a creator wants to communicate with 
creatures, the most effective way to communicate is 
by becoming a creature. 

My exhortation to the scientists who are reading this 
communication is to embrace the history and phi-
losophy of science. Most of our textbooks are not 
books about science, but rather discipline-specifi c 
fact books. Let us be open about the sources of our 
knowledge, about our demeanor in presenting that 
knowledge, and about the means by which we obtain 
new knowledge. Let us learn from the giants in our 
fi eld by studying their lives, as well as their pub-
lished results. Let us remember that logic and reason 
are only two of the vast array of tools that we utilize 
to examine and probe the deep rhythms and patterns 
of the natural world.

What can we learn from the way of 
science about reductionism regarding 
the way of Jesus?
1. Seeking truth often involves more questions than 
answers.
Christian fundamentalism presents itself as a reposi-
tory of moral law, black-and-white answers in a 
black-and-white world, with unchanging absolutes. 
The fundamentalist interpretation of Jesus has often 
left him out of the equation, and a sense of fi nality 
and uncompromising authority has pervaded. The 
result is that many nonfollowers (and sometimes 
followers) of Jesus often wrongly associate qualities 
with Jesus that are not portrayed by him in the writ-
ten accounts.

The questioning nature of Jesus that surrounds his 
teaching certainly confronts the idea of fi nality and 
uncompromising dictum. A sense of incompletion is 
prevalent within both the situational narratives about 
Jesus and the didactic teaching of Jesus. Moreover, 
the interactions of Jesus with other people (disciples, 
bystanders, Pharisees) almost always have a sense 
that they will be ongoing. A feeling of discomfort is 
often present as the questions of Jesus release his lis-
teners into a freedom of responsibility.
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Because science places a value on curiosity, dis-
covery, and ever-deepening understanding of the 
natural world, I think that followers of Jesus can 
recover a sense of curiosity and discovery from 
the sciences. I appreciate that science always asks 
more questions than it answers, and I wonder if the 
same is not true within the realm of following Jesus. 
Followers of Jesus should see such places as oppor-
tunities to discover and explore—to deepen our 
sense of true self, to sharpen our vision of commu-
nity, and potentially to reveal a new understanding 
of God. Although failure is a worthy opponent, there 
are no opportunities for growth without it. Science 
continues to poke and prod at the unknown places, 
and those who follow Jesus have sometimes been too 
afraid or too preoccupied to do such hard work of 
the soul.

2. Truth and beauty are grounded in a reality that 
deeds really matter, and obedience that is merely 
mental is really no obedience at all.
Christianity is a historical tradition, rooted in meta-
physical and transcendent belief. Certain strands of 
Christian belief place a disproportionate weight on 
the afterlife, which in turn leads to a false sense that 
what happens on Earth really does not matter. These 
versions of Christian belief often reinforce the false 
idea that since what one believes is more important 
than one’s actions, then how I live out my follow-
ing of Jesus does not really matter to Jesus or to 
the culture.

Of course, the falsity of the above principle is imme-
diately recognized by those who make a habit of 
studying the teachings and interactions of Jesus. 
The Jewish principle of the fruit of a tree revealing 
the tree’s quality is certainly evident in the teaching 
of Jesus. Although Jesus is usually the person offer-
ing compassion and grace in the narrative passages, 
he is also the person who gives some of the sternest 
warnings about failing to align the way one acts with 
what one believes.

Science has strong claims to demonstrable evidence 
and verifi ability of the principles it puts forward. 
For example, science struggles to permit the propa-
gation of ideas and concepts that do not have ties 
to the world of the physically demonstrable. It is 
exactly for this reason that concepts such as grand 
unifi cation, superluminal travel, and the multiverse 

teeter on the edge of science. Therefore, I think fol-
lowers of Jesus could be reminded of the importance 
of an adherence in physically demonstrable ways to 
their stated beliefs. The commitment of scientists to 
maintain consonance between stated theories and 
demon strable experiments is a laudatory example 
for followers of Jesus.

My encouragement to the followers of Jesus is to take 
obedience in action as important, important enough 
to be aware and brokenhearted when our actions 
and beliefs do not coincide. When those who have 
a strong scientifi c bent see followers of Jesus merely 
claim forgiveness for disobedience, rather than 
exhibit repentance, it betrays what followers of Jesus 
say they believe. Of course, we are all in process, and 
we will not make good on all of our aspirations to fol-
low the way of Jesus. This refl ects Jesus’s statements 
about who needs a doctor—not the healthy, but the 
sick (Matt. 9:12). But to act as if we do not need to 
pursue better health, getting a “pass” because Jesus 
is on our side, makes a mockery of Jesus’s teaching 
and life. 

Summary
My intent has been to bring attention to some basic, 
but too often neglected, tenets of the ways of sci-
ence and Jesus. Although present within each, the 
tenets considered were more lucidly observed from 
the vantage point of juxtaposition. In so doing, com-
monalities between these two viewpoints were 
pronounced, where they are commonly distorted, 
misconstrued, or suppressed. My hope is that you 
have found here an opportunity to inform and to 
exhort those who follow one of these two ways 
exclusively, to learn from the other. May these 
thoughts further encourage you as well to recognize 
congruency between the way of science and the way 
of Jesus. 
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When new fi elds become amenable to experimentation, 
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