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Theologian Paul Tyson has published a new theology of science. His concern is to 
address “the great reversal,” whereby the early figures in natural philosophy held 
Christian faith as “first truth” and their scientific findings as “second truth,” but over 
the course of two-and-a-half centuries these became reversed—the findings of science 
became society’s “first truth” and Christian faith became privatized “second truth.” 
Some Christians, particularly those in science-and-religion discussions today, have 
succumbed to this reversal, making reductionist-materialist science their operational 
first truth. Tyson critiques the latter, keying on proposals to reinterpret the Fall as non-
historical. This review summarizes Tyson’s argument, identifies valuable aspects to his 
proposal, and then offers a number of constructive critiques.
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Paul Tyson’s project is motivated by 
a particular concern—that some 
Christians (“religion-and-science” 

theologians in particular) are sacrificing 
core Christian belief to the reductionist-
materialist epistemology of contemporary 
science. On Tyson’s view, redressing this 
problem requires a proper theology of 
science, undergirded by a Christian epis-
temology, which is the task he sets himself 
here. His chosen task is a theology of the 
knowledge of creation, not a theology of 
creation itself.

My lens in reviewing this book is as a 
philosophical theologian serving in the 
community of practicing scientists, in a 
sense, as a translator between the worlds 

of academic science and academic the-
ology. From this view, I find Tyson’s 
proposal incisive, stimulating, and im-
portant, and so I recommend it to readers 
of this journal. At the same time, though, 
many nontheologically trained read-
ers will find the book a challenge to get 
through. Indeed, Tyson’s conceptual 
richness is precisely why his argument is 
challenging to follow. While the book is 
aimed at theologians, Tyson does try to 
make the book accessible to nontheolo-
gians, particularly by providing a helpful 
glossary of technical philosophical and 
theological terms at the end for nonspe-
cialist readers. Nonetheless, as the book 
progresses, each chapter gets conceptu-
ally denser, which by the later chapters 
(especially chap. 7 onward) can make the 
discussion particularly challenging to fol-
low. So, I begin by providing a summary 
of his argument before moving to assess 
his proposal. 
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Summary
Tyson enters into the subject by making a distinc-
tion between “first truth” and “second truth.” On 
Tyson’s account, the early modern natural philoso-
phers (early figures of the Scientific Revolution) 
held to Christian doctrine as “first truth,” and 
then interpreted their scientific findings as “sec-
ond truth” within, or through the lens of, Christian 
faith. Nonetheless, through the seventeenth to nine-
teenth centuries, a number of epistemological moves 
took place (Tyson helpfully describes this history) 
so that, by the late 1800s, empiricist and rationalist 
accounts of the knowledge of nature combined to 
produce “reductionist materialism” as the dominant 
interpretation of the natural order within Western 
intellectual culture. 

Here, though, we should define our terms. 
“Reductionism,” as defined by Tyson, is “a meta-
physical outlook … the ‘pure matter’ perspective 
that takes physical reality to be the only reality 
that defines nature” (p. 189). Christian theology is 
“incompatible … with post-nineteenth century em-
piricist and rationalist accounts of the knowledge 
of nature” (p. 54). Tyson is not saying that Christian 
theology is incompatible with the findings of mod-
ern scientific method; he is saying that Christian 
theology is incompatible with reductionist-material-
ist interpretations of the findings of modern science. 

Tyson calls the historical move of reductionist mate-
rialism supplanting Christian theology “the great 
reversal.” That is, Christian theology, which for cen-
turies had been society’s public “first truth,” came to 
be displaced by reductionist materialism as society’s 
new “first truth,” rendering Christian theology pri-
vate “second truth.” Which brings us to the issue that 
provides Tyson’s central concern: Christians in the 
field of “religion-and-science” today often succumb 
to this nineteenth-century reversal by “overlapping” 
the reductionist-materialist interpretations of mod-
ern science with doctrinal categories of Christian 
faith—but they do so in a way that concedes first 
truth to reductionist materialism, thereby compro-
mising creedal Christian faith. In effect, Tyson’s 
objective is to reverse this reversal in theology today. 

The central (indeed only) exhibit in Tyson’s account 
of how the great reversal has infiltrated Christian 
 theology is the doctrine of the historical Fall of 
humanity and creation, for there are Christian theo-
logians and scientists who, acceding to this reversal, 

deny a historical Fall. Let us call such persons “over-
lappers.”1 Their rationale arises from the findings 
of science—that the universe, including its bio-
logical processes and hominid history, has always 
been a place of violence, destruction, and death. 
Consequently, there has never been an Edenic or 
nonviolent state, whether for humanity or for the 
universe as a whole, and thus no historical Adamic 
or cosmic Fall from an Edenic state. It should be 
noted that this does not predetermine the historicity 
of Adam and Eve: as seen in the pages of this journal, 
some overlappers argue for some form of historic 
Adam and Eve in the history of humanity, while 
 others argue against their historicity.

This is a topic of considerable interest to many ASA 
members, whether in the pages of PSCF or in confer-
ence conversations. Within the ASA are those who, 
such as Joshua Swamidass, want to retain a histori-
cal Adam and Eve, and thus a historical Fall,2 while 
there are others, such as George Murphy, who hold 
that “there is little to be gained by continuing to 
insist on a ‘historical Adam’”3 (or a historical Fall of 
Adam). Tyson believes, though, that there is much of 
critical importance to Christian faith that is sacrificed 
in denying a historical Fall (the specifics of which we 
will see further below).

Nonetheless, Tyson believes that truth is a unity; 
thus, science should indeed be integrated with 
faith, but the direction of integration is critical. The 
denial of a historical Fall amounts to doing theology 
as “religion-within-science,” which is the method 
of the overlappers but which compromises creedal 
Christian Faith. Tyson rejects this in favor of inte-
gration through “science-within-religion,” for this 
retains Christian faith as first truth. But then, how 
should we apply science-within-religion (or, more 
precisely, science-within-faith), according to Tyson?

His first step is to critique reductionist materialism. 
He argues that natural things (the universe, rocks, 
puppies) possess both physical and metaphysical 
properties, but reductionism fallaciously removes, 
indeed denies, nature’s metaphysical properties 
(particularly, essence, meaning, purpose,  aesthetics, 
value, and wisdom). So, we need a Christian frame-
work by which to reattach metaphysics to nature as 
understood by the investigative methods of modern 
science. 

To this end, Tyson proposes using Plato’s notion of 
“Awareness” as our fundamental epistemological 
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category; then, within awareness, he proposes sepa-
rate subcategories of knowledge and understanding. 
He further subdivides these, to produce the follow-
ing four-tier framework by which to reintegrate the 
metaphysical with the physical:

High Understanding—Essential illumination
(wisdom and true/ultimate meaning)

High Knowledge—Rational illumination
(mathematics, quantification, logic)

Low Understanding—Existential illumination 
(belief, theory [including scientific theory], myth)

Low Knowledge—Empirical illumination
(the functional reductionist findings of science)4

This four-part hierarchy, or “integrative zone,” pro-
vides Tyson’s central proposal for how to integrate 
Christian belief with the findings and theories of sci-
ence. Within this hierarchy, reductionist science, “as 
practiced by modern scientists, will yield genuine 
epistemic light at the level of perception-dependent 
and mathematically reasoned truth” (p. 159). That 
is, reductionism can indeed yield genuine low and 
high knowledge; however, reductionism produces 
emaciated accounts of high and low understand-
ing, leaving humanity greatly impoverished. For 
instance, low and high understandings get relegated 
to the private sphere, describing religious belief 
as “an infantile psychological need to believe such 
things” (p. 129), and rendering myth equivalent to 
fiction.

The mention of myth brings us to the central concept 
by which Tyson critiques the overlappers—namely, 
mythos—for “any unified lifeworld must have its 
guiding mythos” (p. 132). Tyson puts considerable 
effort into understanding the nature of myth, partic-
ularly through the work of Paul Ricoeur. A mythos 
may or may not be true. For instance, reductionism 
has its own mythos. Originating particularly with 
Thomas Huxley (d. 1895), this mythos contends that 
enlightened scientific truth has broken away from 
superstitious theological oppression, that scien-
tists are “brave seekers of truth,” whereas religious 
believers are hopelessly holding on to “ vanishing 
pre-modern religious authorities” (pp. 157, 159). 
Nonetheless, “as is well understood by historians 
of science, Huxley’s origin myth has no correlations 
with the actual history of modern science” (p. 159)—
yet this is a myth which has proved enormously 
successful.

In contrast, Christianity’s “true myth” is the Jesus 
story as God incarnate, crucified, resurrected, and 
ascended. Materialist-reductionist history, with its 
feeble capacity for high understandings, has, how-
ever, removed true myth from any sort of high 
understanding, fallaciously rendering “myth” a 
purely fictional category. Using Ricoeur’s analysis of 
myth-types, Tyson then identifies the pro-historical 
Fall position as an instance of humanity’s “mythos of 
the Fall,” and identifies the anti-historical Fall posi-
tion as an instance of humanity’s “mythos of original 
violence” (because this parallels the scientific argu-
ment that the universe has always been violent). He 
then argues that the mythos of the Fall is necessarily 
the superior mythos, because “Adam and Eve and 
the fall in the garden of Eden are mythic truths for 
Christian theological epistemology” (p. 155).

How then does Tyson propose to reconcile this 
apparent discrepancy between Christian true myth, 
with its affirmation of a pre-lapsarian Eden, and the 
findings of science with regard to the continuous 
violent history of the universe and of Homo sapiens? 
Tyson says he does not know, and he does not feel 
the need to resolve the tension. His first truth is the 
biblical affirmation of a historical Fall: 

I have no interest in weighing in on the details of 
how the truth claims of our present natural his-
tory knowledge-constructs, within a reductively 
naturalistic set of interpretive commitments, may 
or may not be compatible with truth claims of an 
orthodox Christian belief in the fall of both human-
ity and nature. (pp. 144–45)

As he also puts it, 

I do not know how revealed myth relates to natural 
history and human historicity. On that plane, I am 
prepared to be firmly committed to not knowing 
rather than to assume Adam and Eve are histo-
riographical and natural-history impossibilities. 
(p. 149, italics in original) 

While this move to an intentional agnosticism is 
unexpected, at least to this reader, nonetheless “this 
lack of resolution should not be feared by Christians” 
(p. 156). 

Tyson concludes with messages to two audiences. 
First, to reductionist materialists: 

The “natural light” of the post-lapsarian hu-
man knower is an inherently inferior theoretical 
framework for natural knowledge compared with 
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knowledge that is theoretically integral with intrin-
sic, love-defined, grace-enabled empathetic and 
spiritually discerning Understanding. (p. 176)

But his ultimate message is directed to the overlap-
pers, who should cease trying to adapt their theology 
to reductionist materialism as first truth and instead  
should “go on the front foot and reconfigure the 
interpretive lens of natural philosophy so that it is 
compatible with the first truths of Christian theology” 
(p. 176).

I will now comment on the many parts of his book 
that are to be appreciated, then move to discuss the 
parts about which I have concern.

Appreciation
The question of how to relate extra-theological 
knowledge claims (whether derived by rationality 
or the senses) to Christian belief is an ancient one. 
There is, for instance, the classic contrast between 
Tertullian, on the one hand (that “Jerusalem” [faith] 
has nothing to do with “Athens” [philosophy]), and 
Origen, on the other hand (with his blend of Christian 
faith and Neoplatonist philosophy); or there is the 
later contrast between Dominicans (with Aquinas’s 
high view of post-Fall rationality), Franciscans 
(Scotus and Ockham, with their more limited assess-
ment of humanity’s inherent rational capacities), and 
Calvinists (with John Calvin’s low view of post-Fall 
rationality). 

During the age of emerging natural philosophy (the 
early Scientific Revolution), Christians continued to 
wrestle with this issue. For instance, Francis Turretin 
(1623–1687) argued for a view similar to Tyson’s: 

Theology … is thus the judge and lord of all things, 
so that it judges concerning them and is itself 
judged by no other science; for all other disciplines 
must be examined according to [theology’s] cri-
teria, so that whatever [the disciplines] have that is 
not consonant with theology is to be rejected.5 

The similarity to Tyson is not surprising, though, 
because Tyson is trying to recover for today the 
Christian first truth epistemology of that period.6 
Tyson is engaged in an important ancient Christian 
enterprise, one with which every generation needs to 
engage for its own times.

As already indicated, I find Tyson’s book helpful at 
many levels. For one, I think framing his task within 

a Christian epistemology is correct: he gives a clas-
sical theistic justification of the general reliability of 
both our rationality and senses, tied to the nature of 
God; from this, the question of the place of science in 
Christian belief becomes a category within “Christian 
epistemology.” This, however, is just another way of 
saying “the doctrine of Knowledge,” and I prefer to 
use this term (rather than “Christian epistemology”) 
simply to keep our understanding of epistemol-
ogy accountable to the whole Christian doctrinal 
system. Nonetheless, Tyson’s use of “awareness” 
to distinguish, yet integrate, both knowledge and 
understanding prompts me to think that maybe 
Christian theology should change “the doctrine of 
Knowledge” to “the doctrine of Awareness.”

Then he provides his categories of first truth and 
second truth (perhaps inspired by Aristotle), which 
I find helpful for identifying and clarifying patterns 
of epistemic normativity: naming which concepts 
should be interpretively normative over other con-
cepts. The actual content of Christian first truth is 
a matter we will return to below; nonetheless, the 
terms are heuristically helpful.

I also find very helpful Tyson’s account of how the 
two truths came to be reversed. The story is, as he 
notes, far more complex than the overview he pro-
vides. Countless books have been written on the 
historical development of Western epistemology 
since the Scientific Revolution, although, in terms of 
the process Tyson calls “the great reversal,” Charles 
Taylor’s A Secular Age has set the standard.7 For the 
wider Christian community, however, life does not 
provide time to digest many of these works, let alone 
Taylor’s massive volume, so providing an accessible 
rendition of this history is a valuable service to the 
Christian community. 

There are quibbles one could make with Tyson’s tell-
ing of the story, but no history is exhaustive, and his 
account is well told. Indeed, I think it is important 
for all Christians in academia to have a basic grasp 
of this history, of how we got to where we are today. 
Naming this history helps us recognize that mate-
rialism is itself historically contingent; and naming 
materialism’s own mythos serves to mythologize 
materialism precisely in order to then demythologize 
it—by exposing materialism’s own contingency and 
provisionality, thereby removing the mythic aura of 
unassailability that enshrouds it.
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Following from Tyson’s historical account of the 
great reversal, I also find helpful his retrieval of 
the Medieval theological principle (nominalism 
aside) that every part of creation possesses both 
physical and metaphysical properties; therefore, 
to truly understand any part of creation requires 
understanding the totality of its physical and meta-
physical properties. There are, of course, distinctive 
methodologies for understanding physical versus 
metaphysical properties. Philosophical description 
of metaphysical categories can get quite complex 
(including such categories as causation, change, 
existence/essence, possibility/necessity, freedom/
determination, wholes/parts, time, and so forth). 
Tyson, however, seems concerned with a narrower 
range of metaphysical properties: in particular, he 
names essence, meaning, purpose, aesthetics, value, 
and wisdom. 

Regardless, the consequence of materialism remov-
ing such categories has been to atrophy both low and 
high understanding. This is seen in reductionism’s 
instrumentalization and exploitation of nature, as 
well as in “scientists, academics, and policy makers 
often having no educated expertise in the terrains 
native to understanding” (p. 160). Consequently (and 
here is one of my favorite comments in the whole 
book), “We may have advanced beyond the Greeks 
in travel technology, from horses and wagons to jets, 
but we have not advanced beyond the Greeks in wis-
dom” (p. 170). For a marvelous work on this theme, 
I highly commend Faith and Wisdom in Science, by 
Christian physicist Tom McLeish.8 I think, though, it 
would have been helpful if Tyson had named other 
harmful consequences from the removal of meta-
physics. Further examples would significantly help 
readers, especially nontheologians, to understand 
the breadth of metaphysical reductionism’s harm, 
and thus strengthened the overall importance of 
Tyson’s project.

I also find Tyson’s distinction between metaphysi-
cal reduction and functional reduction helpful. 
Tyson describes that part of the scientific task that 
Christians can share with materialists, namely, com-
mon-grace knowledge of nature:9 

The notion of reductive physical reality can be 
seen as a useful and partially truth-revealing 
abstraction. As God’s creation, and as defined by 
Logos-infused natural “laws,” truths about nature 
can indeed be grasped by viewing creation through 

the  abstraction of a reductively physical lens. (p. 69; 
italics in original) 

I see this as helpful not only on its own terms, but for 
a reason Tyson does not mention—namely, for dis-
cussions of whether Christians in the sciences should 
use the term “methodological naturalism.”

This issue has been the source of previous discus-
sion in this journal.10 In contrast to these earlier 
PSCF contributions, Andrew Torrance argues that 
Christians should not use the term “methodologi-
cal naturalism.” Torrance (whose interlocutors 
include the earlier PSCF contributors) contends that 
the Christian’s “scientific voice is inseparable from 
her faithful voice because she is committed to the 
pursuit of truth—truth that includes the nature 
and purposes of the Creator as well as the nature 
and purposiveness of the created.”11 To use “meth-
odological naturalism” to describe how she does 
science risks conveying, even if unintended, a natu-
ralist (materialist) interpretation of the object being 
studied. Moreover, the term should also be avoided, 
“lest she allow herself to become caught up in a cul-
ture that seeks to silence her discourse and blind her 
to what she has been given to recognize [by God].”12 
Similarly, Robert Larmer has recently argued that the 
term “exacts … questionable epistemological [and] 
metaphysical costs.”13

To put this in Tyson’s terms, for a Christian scientist to 
say they use methodological naturalism is to describe 
their task in terms set by materialist first truth, which 
inevitably carries a metaphysical value, namely that 
any object studied by methodological naturalism 
possesses no metaphysical properties. Then what 
terminology should Christians use? One possibility 
would be to replace “methodological naturalism” 
with Tyson’s “abstractive functional reductionism.” 
Nonetheless, one reviewer of this article (in earlier 
form) commented, “If one is seeking alternatives to 
the elocution ‘methodological naturalism,’ why not 
just stick with Tyson’s ‘natural science inquiry’? 
Because that’s all methodological naturalism is.” 
Within the back-and-forth of this terminological 
debate, to my ears this suggestion, “natural science 
inquiry,” conveys with an attractive simplicity the 
desired sense of the scientific task undertaken with 
metaphysical neutrality.

Tyson’s four-tier “integrative zone” is his cen-
tral conceptual offering in the book. The high/low 
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understanding/knowledge distinctions are very 
helpful for alerting us to robust awareness of the dif-
ferent dimensions of Awareness. This prompts our 
attention to explore what it means for each of the four 
tiers to be integrated into the task of doing science. 
Indeed, Christians should make the case to materi-
alists that nature possesses metaphysical properties. 
In this regard, Tyson makes an important point that 
how we conceive of science is socially constructed. 
This has been a standard observation in some secular 
academic circles for several decades.14 Nonetheless, it 
is a principle often forgotten, and helpfully reiterated 
by Tyson, that, 

Science is not a natural object in the world that 
can be defined; rather, it is an ever-changing, his-
torically situated, and culturally, philosophically, 
linguistically, and politically embedded human 
 activity … [E]very way we have of knowing nature 
is in fact embedded in human culture and in our 
distinctive practices of living in the natural world. 
So, there is no reason why we should not do science 
differently. We can change our science. (pp. 90, 93)

The reason to change our science (that is, to change 
our reductionist-materialist presuppositions and in-
terpretations of the findings of science) is precisely 
to recognize that nature possesses both physical 
and metaphysical properties. Nonetheless, Tyson 
recognizes that this will be an uphill battle with 
materialists, which he discusses in his final chapter.

Finally, I like Tyson’s proposal for “ecclesially 
embedded intellectual communities, [which] could 
do science as integrated with the theoretical higher-
wisdom insights of their religious traditions” 
(p. 173). To my ears, this sounds continuous with a 
comment from Barth: “The Christian can come to 
see the natural sciences as a discipline and vocation 
that is most at home in the life of the church—the 
community whose movements seek to track the fun-
damental reality of things.”15 I quite like this vision, 
though the cost of labs and equipment is so exorbi-
tant, often many millions of dollars, I don’t foresee 
churches making these sorts of expenditures, so I’m 
not sure what this would look like in practice. But 
I think it’s an intriguing vision worthy of further 
exploration. 

Constructive Critique
We come now to discuss what I see as the prob-
lematic portions of the book. I begin with the less 

substantive matters, simply to make the book’s ideas 
more accessible. Then I move to more substantive 
comments.

Stylistic matters
As earlier mentioned, the book is principally aimed 
at theologians, but Tyson does try to make the 
book accessible to nontheologians. Beginning with 
chapter 7, however, the book becomes much more 
complex and difficult to follow. Looking at the book 
through the eyes of nontheologically trained read-
ers, the material in section 7.5 (“Distinguishing and 
Integrating Natural Light and Divine Light,” where 
he employs both medieval and Platonic ideas) and 
section 7.7 (“Ockham’s Pincer”) would particularly 
be a struggle. I think many readers would find it 
more helpful had Tyson simply presented his own 
four-tier framework (or “integrative zone”) in chap-
ter 7, and then moved his description of how he 
arrived at his framework from medieval and Platonic 
ideas into an appendix.16 

Then I found the in-depth discussion of myth (sec-
tions 8.3–8.6) laborious. I have no problem with 
Tyson employing the mythos concept, and I under-
stand why he provides this discussion (more below). 
Nonetheless, this was a section in which it was hard 
to see where the discussion was going; it could have 
used more cues to assist the reader—indeed, in my 
view the whole discussion of mythos could have 
been much more succinct. Moreover, the problem 
of seeing where the discussion was going remained 
throughout the latter chapters. Tyson is aiming the 
book at a readership that includes those who would 
benefit from a glossary, that is, those who are not 
used to reading at the philosophical level of Tyson’s 
discussion. This readership would also benefit signif-
icantly from more transitional phrases to help them 
follow along, such as, “To recall what was said ear-
lier in section 5.3 …”; or “To briefly summarize this 
part of the discussion so far …”; or “Here’s where we 
are going with this …” 

As well, I found some chapter and section titles 
unhelpful. Chapter and section titles set up the 
reader to expect the discussion to go in a certain 
direction, yet in some cases, it wasn’t readily appar-
ent to me how the subsequent discussion followed 
from the title. So, at times I found myself having to 
work to make the connection in order to feel I was 
accurately following the direction of his discussion. 

Chris Barrigar
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I would add that in chapter 7, I found myself frus-
trated with his use of Greek letters (α, β, γ, δ) 
and Roman numerals (I, II) to identify particular 
categories in his framework/zone. Not that I have 
any inherent problem with Roman numerals or the 
first four letters of the Greek alphabet, but through 
the course of the discussion one has to remember 
which awareness category is assigned to which 
numeral or letter. Adjectival labels (such as “low 
knowledge” or “high understanding”) are much 
easier for the reader to retain, and exclusive use of 
adjectival labels would have made this already-chal-
lenging chapter easier to follow. Tyson may object 
that ameliorating some of these concerns would have 
made the book somewhat pedantic. Perhaps so, for 
trained theologians, but not, I feel, for those outside 
the theological guild, such as practicing scientists. 

We come then to Tyson’s final chapter, “Recovering 
an Integrative Zone.” Unfortunately, this chapter 
quickly became quite confusing for me as the chapter 
topics weren’t making sense to me,17 and it took me 
some time to figure out the reason. In his final chap-
ter, Tyson expands the scope of what he means by 
“integrative zone.” I would describe his earlier use 
of the phrase in chapter 7 as a conceptual zone, but in 
the final chapter (chapter 9), he turns to discuss what 
I would call a cultural-institutional zone—how to 
recover a place for equal consideration of Christian 
belief as a first truth within today’s wider scientific 
world, including within educational institutions. 
Once this change in scope is recognized, the chap-
ter topics fall into place. (Those interested in reading 
Tyson’s book may find my 5,000-word summary as 
a helpful orientation before plunging into the book 
itself.18)

Finally, I think readers would be significantly aided 
if Tyson had engaged, or at least referenced, the 
names and works of a wider range of contempo-
rary figures. Tyson engages in any depth with only 
Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, Augustine, and Ricoeur—
only Ricoeur is not ancient. His critique, however, 
is explicitly directed at contemporary overlappers, 
yet he names only Polkinghorne plus “the Faraday 
Institute at Cambridge, and the work of ISCAST 
in Melbourne” (p. 84). The reader is left to guess 
to whom else he is addressing his critique—per-
haps to McGrath, Deane-Drummond, Coakley, 
Barrett, or van Huyssteen? Although I agree with 
his Christian epistemology as far as it goes, it would 
have been enriched by engaging with other impor-

tant recent figures, such as T. F. Torrance.19 Engaging 
with a wider range of contemporary, or recent, fig-
ures would help readers more fully understand the 
content and breadth of the implications of Tyson’s 
proposal.

The nature of first truth
We come now to the parts of Tyson’s proposal that 
I found problematic. While I find the notion of first 
and second truths heuristically helpful, it seems to 
me that Tyson’s application of them doesn’t work. 
This is not to say they can’t work—in fact, I share his 
direction of concern.20 It’s just that I don’t think his 
method of getting there works.

How he identifies the content of first truth is prob-
lematic. He employs several different descriptions, 
each of which provides a different scope of content 
included in Christian first truth, the effect of which 
is to introduce unworkable ambiguities. Early in 
the book, he uses the terms “Christian creedal the-
ology” and “Christian theology” to describe “first 
truth discourse” (pp. 4, 28) without defining either 
of them, but seeming to assume they are equiva-
lents. This, though, raises the first ambiguity, for 
there is much in Christian theology that is not in the 
Nicene Creed, so these do not appear to be the same 
thing at all. “Christian creedal theology” seems to 
imply theology deriving just from the Nicene Creed, 
which seems considerably narrower in scope than 
“Christian theology,” the latter implying the whole 
panoply of Christian doctrinal theology. 

He also leaves undefined the question of who makes 
the decision for what counts as falling within the 
scope of either “creedal theology” or “Christian 
theology.” In the latter case, for instance, whose 
articulation of full Christian doctrine counts? 
Melanchthon’s one-volume Loci Communes? Francis 
Turretin’s three-volume, 2,000-page opus? The 
94-page Christianity. Fundamental Teachings recently 
published by the Christian churches in Turkey?21 
There are massive differences here in the content of 
what counts as “Christian theology.” In effect, the 
concepts “Christian creedal theology” and “Christian 
theology” are simply too imprecise as guides for the 
purpose Tyson desires.

The ambiguities do not stop there, however. He adds 
a “minimal starting point” for Christian theology, 
namely five Christological truth-commitments from 
“Nicene orthodoxy”—the historical person of Jesus 
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as God incarnate, born of a virgin, crucified and died 
under Pontius Pilate, physically risen from the dead, 
and ascended to heaven. He calls these five beliefs 
“core doctrinal belief commitments” (p. 12). Note 
that this core is not the whole of the Nicene Creed, 
just the Christology of the creed. Yet he also speaks of 
“the primary interpretive commitments of Christian 
theology,” in which he describes God’s nature and 
relation to creation (though he does not name or dis-
cuss any other doctrines within this discussion of 
“primary commitments”). So, the Christology of the 
creed is “core doctrine” and the doctrine of God and 
God’s relationship to creation is “primary interpre-
tive commitment.” 

Tyson doesn’t indicate what difference it makes that 
some beliefs within first truth discourse have the 
status of being “core,” whereas other beliefs do not. 
Presumably, it must make some difference (other-
wise why bother assigning “core” status to some 
doctrines?), but since he doesn’t actually identify 
what the importance of being “core” is within either 
creedal or Christian doctrine, its function as core 
seems empty. Then several chapters later, Tyson 
identifies the Nicene Creed as a whole, not just its 
five-point Christology, as the criterion (“canon” and 
“rule”) for orthodox faith (p. 92). 

Then, we come to yet a further ambiguity, one 
between his terms “first truth” and “first truth dis-
course.” The former sounds to my ears more precise, 
as if a fixed set of propositions or doctrines, whereas 
“first truth discourse” sounds to me intentionally 
more fluid—discourse conveys a sense of partici-
pants discussing possibilities around a topic, not 
setting boundaries. Indeed, I see no way to use “first 
truth” and “first truth discourse” synonymously. 
Discourse needs to be actual discourse, or discussion, 
about first truth—discourse can never constitute first 
truth.

So, Tyson’s account of first truth turns out to be 
highly ambiguous, for its scope ranges from just the 
Nicene Creed as first truth (a very clear and limited 
set of propositions) to the whole range of Christian 
doctrine (though left undefined by Tyson). This 
massive breadth of scope just renders the content of 
Tyson’s “first truth” unworkable. Tyson’s task here, 
of doctrinal boundary setting, is an ancient one that 
the church has wrestled with throughout its history, 
but I don’t see that his “first truth” proposal has 
advanced this effort. 

The Fall and hermeneutics
To recall, the failure of overlappers to hold to a his-
torical Fall is Tyson’s central example of doctrinal 
acquiescence to science as first truth, for he says 
much stands or falls on this doctrine: 

[I]t is clear the Edenic myth cannot be meaningfully 
extracted [removed] from traditional and creedally 
orthodox Christian understandings of knowledge, 
as the category of the Fall is not only of basic sote-
riological significance but also of basic significance 
to Christian theology. (p. 103)

He later elaborates on this:

If evil—at cosmic (devil), natural (death), and 
human (sin) levels—cannot be understood as ex-
ogenous [originating externally] to reality and as 
entering into the world in history … then the entire 
narrative of Christian salvation is profoundly in-
coherent … The truth of an Adamic Fall is [not] an 
optional component of a genuinely Christian un-
derstanding of cosmic meaning and the narrative 
arc of biblical salvation history. (p. 144) 

Overlappers could argue, however, that Tyson 
overplays the importance of a historical Fall for 
protecting cosmic meaning, salvation history, and 
Christian epistemology. For even without a his-
torical Fall, one’s doctrinal system can include 
individual sin (people are still considered “fallen” 
in the sense of still rebelling against God), and it 
can include the same cosmic meaning, the same 
narrative arc of biblical salvation history on God’s 
part, and the same theological epistemology. What 
would indeed change is one’s account of biblical 
hermeneutics—how one interprets Genesis 1–3 and 
Romans 5:12–17. Remarkably, though, Tyson never 
engages in hermeneutical discussion. He makes just 
one hermeneutical comment, that the overlappers 
succumb to “the  eighteenth century’s historicization 
of biblical studies and its de-biblicizing trajectories in 
deist rationalism” (p. 103). 

This, however, does not account for the overlappers’ 
actual argument—that science itself shows a history 
of violence throughout the history of the universe 
and of humanity. Overlappers can readily argue 
that there is no inconsistency in holding the creed 
as first truth and holding to a nonhistorical Fall. This 
combination can still fully include the following: 
God’s saving actions throughout Israelite history; 
God’s saving action in the incarnation, resurrection, 
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overlappers can be categorized by the mythos of 
eternal violence. By forcing this particular scientific 
claim (that the universe, the world, and humanity 
have always been violent) into the constraints of the 
“myth of original violence,” Tyson misrepresents the 
scientific story held by overlappers: that is, in the 
story of the universe (including evolutionary biol-
ogy), original violence is interwoven with equally 
original creativity, emergent complexity, coopera-
tion, and beauty. Indeed, God has declared all this 
“very good.” To force this whole story into the box 
of being a “myth of original violence” is to seriously 
misrepresent overlappers by labelling their multi-
dimensional story by just one of its dimensions.22 

In place of being categorized in this way, overlap-
pers may well offer an alternate account of mythos as 
true myth, beginning from the observation that truth 
is as equally conveyed by figurative language as by 
literal language. We can recall that, on at least two 
occasions, Jesus corrected people for taking his lan-
guage literally instead of figuratively.23 That is, Jesus 
chose at times to use figurative rather than literal lan-
guage to convey important truths. This allows us to 
distinguish between “figurative true myth” and “lit-
eral true myth,” from which overlappers can argue 
that the Fall should be understood as “figurative true 
myth” rather than “literal true myth”—a possibility 
which Tyson doesn’t address. In short, I don’t see 
overlappers being convinced by Tyson’s “inferior/
superior mythos” argument.

Tyson’s account of integration
What, then, is Tyson’s methodology? It is, as is mine, 
one of integration. We both agree with Aquinas 
that truth must be a unity, and so, “In some way, 
Christian theology and a credible knowledge of the 
natural world must be capable of integration, or else 
one (or both) of them must be false” (p. 87; cf also 
p. 109). 

Given that Tyson does not like the overlappers’ pro-
posal for how to integrate into Christian doctrine the 
findings of science with regard to the universe’s eter-
nal history of violence and destruction, then what is 
his proposal? Given his long discussion of the four-
tier “integrative zone,” one assumes he will explicitly 
apply this to the question. As it turns out, however, 
he intentionally opts out of demonstrating his method 
of integration, for he outright rejects integration in 
this case. 
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and ascension of Jesus; the sanctifying work of the 
Holy Spirit; and the Christian eschatological vision 
for the second coming of Christ and a new creation. 
In effect, the consequences of a nonhistorical Fall 
are not “dire” as Tyson claims—indeed, it could be 
argued that the consequences are very positive for 
the task of faith seeking understanding, and for the 
persuasiveness of Christian faith in a scientific age.

The mythos of the Fall
In the face of the consequences of a nonhistorical 
Fall, how does Tyson respond? The usual response is 
hermeneutical, by discussing interpretive principles 
for the texts from Genesis 3 and Romans 5. But Tyson 
does not discuss scripture. Instead, his means of cri-
tique is to deploy the concept of mythos. This does 
come, at least to this reader, as a surprise—mythos 
is not a usual concept to employ as an argument 
against one’s theological interlocutors. This could 
explain, though, why Tyson expands his notion of 
“first truth” to “first truth discourse,” because “dis-
course” provides sufficient flexibility (or ambiguity) 
in his definition of “first truth” to import the concept 
of mythos as his means to protect a historical Fall—
that the mythos of the Fall is superior to the mythos 
of original violence.

Overlappers will have at least two responses. First, as 
earlier observed, Tyson draws excessively dire impli-
cations that just don’t follow. Here we can note one 
particularly egregious example, his comment that 
“once Western history and Christian myth become 
dissociated, that is, in fact, a very complete destruc-
tion of Christian theology” (p. 142). Really? Such 
a comment simply dismisses the substantial his-
tory of Asian and African theology produced apart 
from Western history. Despite his many comments 
throughout the book to displace Western hubris in 
light of indigenous ways of knowing, this comment 
sounds like just the sort of Eurocentric comment that 
elsewhere he is wanting to displace. But as a rhe-
torical flourish, it certainly conveys the sense of dire 
consequences he wants to convey. Overlappers are, 
however, unlikely to be persuaded.

Second, overlappers will find his categorization of 
them within the “myth of original violence” falla-
cious. While overlappers do contend that the eternal 
violence portion of the scientific story means there 
has never been an Edenic, nonviolent period in 
cosmic or human history, this does not mean that 



53Volume 75, Number 1, March 2023

these processes have always been part of the universe 
(and of our planet, and of humanity) is an instance 
of his high-knowledge/rational(formal)-illumination 
category. Together these are functionally reduction-
ist, not metaphysically reductionist, observations. 
That is, they are just the sort of common-grace, 
abstractive functional-reductive interpretations that 
Tyson affirms as providing useful and partially 
truth-revealing abstractions acceptable to Christians. 
Additionally, we recall his statement that “Christian 
theology and a credible knowledge of the natural 
world must be capable of integration” (p. 87). Well, 
the eternal violence of the universe (including in 
biology and by Homo sapiens) is as credible a part of 
knowledge of the natural world as one can find.

So, Tyson’s decision to abstain seems inconsistent 
to me. Consequently, the task of integration, of 
seeking to understand how these pieces of low and 
high knowledge fit with the biblical story of the 
Fall, remains in place. Yes, the task of integration in 
this case is difficult, but I would argue it is no more 
qualitatively or substantively difficult than all the 
other sorts of complex questions that theologians 
address. As far as I can see, invoking agnosticism 
here means invoking agnosticism in countless other 
matters too, leaving the task of “faith seeking under-
standing” significantly atrophied. To take a parallel 
example from science, general relativity and quan-
tum mechanics are both highly successful theories 
that have been tested and substantiated in countless 
ways. Every physicist believes they are both true—
and yet the theories continue to contradict each other 
in significant ways. Nonetheless, despite this being 
such a perplexing problem, physicists don’t abandon 
the problem, they continue to work hard to solve 
it. So, likewise, for the role of theologians when it 
comes to apparently contradictory perspectives in 
the Book of Nature and the Book of Scripture—our 
job is to continue seeking to understand how they 
belong together, even if we have to hold our propos-
als lightly.

Mythos and Plato as test cases
Tyson offers no other explicit test case by which to 
apply his four-tier integrative zone. He has, how-
ever, provided us with two implicit case studies: 
his use of “awareness” from Plato and “mythos” 
from anthropology. Surprisingly, Tyson does not 
identify either of these as examples of integration, 
yet that is precisely what they are. Unfortunately, 

His rationale for this unexpected move is agnosti-
cism combined with indifference. He states, 

I have no interest in weighing in on the details of 
how the truth claims of our present natural his-
tory knowledge-constructs, within a reductively 
naturalistic set of interpretive commitments, may 
or may not be compatible with truth claims of an 
orthodox Christian belief in the fall of both human-
ity and nature. (pp. 144–45)

A few pages later he repeats the point this way: 

So the fact that the fall must be historically and 
cosmologically impossible to materialistically re-
ductive, naturalistically theorized science should 
be of no particular concern to Christians. (p. 154)

In other words, the claim that both the universe and 
humanity have always been violent is a product of 
materialism’s metaphysical reductionism.

I am not opposed to saying, “Beyond here lies mys-
tery because we see through a glass darkly.” To 
illustrate this, we could cite Polkinghorne regarding 
the new Creation and scientific prognostication for 
the physical future of the universe: 

It is God’s steadfast love that is the only ground of 
a true and everlasting hope …24 

[W]hat is ultimate is not physical process but the 
will and purpose of God the Creator. God’s final 
intentions will be no more frustrated by cosmic 
death on a timescale of tens of billions of years than 
they are by human death on a timescale of tens of 
years. The ultimate future does not belong to scien-
tific extrapolation but to divine faithfulness.25 

Here Polkinghorne implies an agnosticism about 
how the long-term projections of science (about the 
universe’s future death by expansion or by con-
traction) and God’s future New Creation will be 
managed by God. In effect, Polkinghorne’s theology 
moves from attempted explanation to agnosticism, 
and thus to simple affirmation of God’s faithful-
ness. But Polkinghorne invokes his agnosticism after 
writing a whole book exploring the topic. That is, 
Polkinghorne does not invoke his agnosticism pre-
maturely, whereas I would argue that Tyson does.

The reason is that, in my view, Tyson makes a cat-
egory mistake. Present-day observations of constant 
destruction in the universe generally, along with 
continuous violence and death in biology/zoology, 
are instances of Tyson’s low-knowledge/empirical-
illumination category; and the logic that deduces that 
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though, he fails to apply his creedal or creedal dis-
course test to either of them. In the case of Plato, 
and also Aristotle (whom Tyson also uses, though 
less centrally than Plato), Tyson does critically fil-
ter their ideas through Augustine and Aquinas. 
This, though, is not the same as testing Plato and 
Aristotle against the Nicene Creed or creedal theol-
ogy—this is, rather, testing them against the thought 
of important Christian theologians. It is good to test 
Plato and Aristotle against Augustine and Aquinas, 
but within Tyson’s schema this implies that Tyson 
is treating Aquinas and Augustine, and their respec-
tive corpuses, as equivalent to “first truth discourse.” 
But if so, this just illustrates my earlier point that the 
 category “first truth discourse,” as a test for doctri-
nal acceptability, is unworkably large. And why 
stop with Aquinas and Augustine? Again we see the 
unsolvable problem of which theologians get counted 
as “in” or “out” as doctrine-defining authorities.

In the case of mythos, Tyson’s justification for inte-
grating mythos into his doctrine of knowledge is 
even more problematic and is limited to just two sen-
tences: “any unified lifeworld must have its guiding 
mythos” (p. 132); and “mythic archetypes are a fun-
damental social reality” (p. 136). That’s it. Yet, in light 
of 1 Timothy 4:7 (“godless myths”), many Christians 
would be unpersuaded that these two brief sentences 
succeed in justifying his use of “true mythos” as 
acceptable Christian language. They could contend 
that any use of “myth” attached to “truth” would 
potentially compromise the “truth” attached to it 
(similarly to Torrance’s suggestion that Christians 
should avoid the term “methodological naturalism” 
because the word “naturalism” carries potential risk 
of theological compromise).

To be clear, I have no problem with using conceptual 
resources such as these from outside Christian faith, 
for Christian faith has always drawn—discerningly, 
critically, and provisionally—from extra-Christian 
conceptual schemes. The problem is that Tyson fails 
to meet his own methodological criterion—there is no 
discussion at all as to whether these extra-Christian 
ideas (“Awareness” and “mythos”) fit with creedal 
first truth. Perhaps in Tyson’s mind he believes they 
would pass the creedal test, yet for a book proposing 
that a theology of science requires first testing extra-
Christian concepts against creedal first truth, or even 
“creedal theology,” it is surprising and unfortunate 
that he fails to apply his own criterion.

In summary, when it comes to demonstrating his 
integration theory in practice, Tyson completely 
abstains from engaging with the one subject he 
explicitly raises (the Fall vis-à-vis current science). 
Then, in the cases of integration which he does 
engage in practice (mythos and Plato’s awareness), 
he does not meet his own standard of first testing 
them against creedal first truth. Tyson offers no other 
examples by which to illustrate the application of 
his four-tier “integrative zone”; consequently, his 
“integrative zone” proposal ends up feeling theoreti-
cally potent but unclear, and disappointing, in actual 
application. 

Antireductionist materialism
It is time to move our discussion from Christian doc-
trine to the challenge of materialism. Here I have a 
large concern: Tyson engages with materialist science 
only in its reductionist versions, but never identifies 
or discusses antireductionist materialism.26 There 
have long been materialists who have recognized 
problems with reductionism and its cognate concept 
positivism, and this does seem to me a significant 
omission in the formation of a theology of science.

An early example of antireductionism is found in 
the Einfühlung tradition of J. G. Herder (1744–1803), 
which seeks understanding of cultures through 
Einfühlung—“feeling one’s way into” the culture 
being studied, to understand that culture’s values, 
relational patterns, hopes, rituals, relationship with 
nature, cosmology, and the like. 

Much more influential than Herder, however, has 
been the antireductionism of the Verstehen tra-
dition of sociology, stemming from Max Weber 
(1864–1920). This tradition distinguishes between 
Erläuterung (explanation) and Verstehen (understand-
ing)—very similar to the distinction Tyson himself 
makes between knowledge and understanding. In 
the Verstehen tradition, “understanding” refers to the 
task of understanding social phenomena from the 
actor’s point of view, treating the actor as a sub-
ject, rather than merely as an object of observation, 
thereby understanding a person’s meanings, pur-
poses, values, feelings, ultimate beliefs, and so forth 
that lie behind their actions.27 

In other words, the Verstehen and Einfühlung tra-
ditions recognize many of the types of properties 
that Tyson wants included in richer low and high 
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understandings. The Verstehen tradition has had a 
great influence on both sociology and anthropol-
ogy, making those disciplines alert to issues of low 
and high understandings. Similar principles are also 
seen in the positive psychology movement of recent 
times, as well as in the many university programs 
today researching “human flourishing.” To pick 
one such example, the Greater Good Science Center, 
at the University of Califoria, Berkeley, researches 
and promotes such human properties as altruism, 
awe, compassion, forgiveness, purpose, and social 
connection.28 

These examples are from the social sciences, because 
Tyson considers social sciences to be as reductionist 
as the natural sciences. Nonetheless, antireduction-
ism exists in the natural sciences too, at both applied 
and theoretical levels. At the applied level, one can 
point to, for instance, the Oxford University TORCH/
Shaping Destiny Project, which “brings together the 
fields of molecular biology and the arts.”29 Or, for 
another example, in 2017 the University of York, 
England, created a Chair in Natural Philosophy, in 
which the Chair spends 60% of their time working 
in physics and 40% in humanities, explicitly to bring 
the two fields together in mutual interaction.30 

At the theoretical level, antireductionism arises in 
both the social and natural sciences through the con-
cepts of emergence and holism.31 These two closely 
related perspectives arose in the second half of the 
last century out of concern that the hyper-individu-
alist methods of reductionist science do not account 
for wholes. Emergence is the idea that the physics of 
the universe at the big bang provided the content 
and processes for ever-greater complexity to emerge 
within the universe, bringing about the emergence 
of complex chemical, geological, and biological 
structures, right up to the immense complexity of 
the human brain and human societies. Holism is the 
idea that an object or group is greater than the sum 
of its parts, so that the parts interact and produce 
something more than what the individual parts can 
achieve on their own. It can be seen that the two 
concepts are closely related—holism results from 
emergence, and then holism provides conditions for 
further emergence. 

While emergence and holism are prominent ideas 
today, they are nonetheless controversial, dividing 
scientists and philosophers alike—both the natural 
and social sciences today are divided between reduc-

tionists and emergentists/holists. Regardless, my 
point is that emergentism/holism is a prominent 
form of antireductionist materialism, opening the 
way for richer low and high understandings within 
materialism. In turn, this opens the way for the con-
siderable amount of writing that has been published 
in recent years by materialist scientists on the mean-
ing of life.32 These writings do not carry the dour 
sense of meaning associated with the French existen-
tialist philosophers Camus and Sartre. Rather, these 
are materialist accounts that point to hope, meaning, 
beauty, and goodness within the context of our place 
in a nonteleological universe. Unsurprisingly, holism 
contributes to anti-instrumentalist (i.e., pro-envi-
ronment) views of nature, which are widely found 
among materialist scientists today.

All these are examples of materialists offering much 
richer low and high understandings than reduction-
ists precisely because they take an antireductionist 
stance. Because these understandings do not include 
God or Christ or the Holy Spirit, they are not as 
robust as Tyson, or any of us as Christians, would 
want to see. Nonetheless, they do provide much 
fuller accounts of understanding than the reduc-
tionists.33 From an antireductionist-materialist per-
spective, Paul Humphreys comments, in words that 
would warm Tyson’s heart, “Scientific understanding 
provides a far richer terrain than does scientific expla-
nation, and the latter is best viewed as a vehicle to 
understanding rather than as an end in itself.”34 In 
terms of religion, some antireductionists share with 
reductionists a desire to keep religion relegated to the 
private sphere, while other anti reductionists, even if 
not religious themselves, see religion as contributing 
positively, at least on balance, to human well-being. 

Why am I giving so much attention to antireductive 
perspectives in materialist science? For several rea-
sons. For one, I think it is important that any theology 
of science provide an accurate account of the science 
about which it is theologizing. Of course, there will 
never be any perfect description of science—indeed, 
scientists and philosophers of science alike disagree 
on how to describe science. Nonetheless, we need 
to provide a defensibly comprehensive account. To 
write a theology of science that omits recognition of 
antireductionist materialism just seems too impor-
tant an omission, for antireductionist materialism 
will unavoidably have implications for how we 
develop our theology of science.
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For another, failing to recognize antireductionism 
affects both discipleship and evangelism. When bare 
reductionism is the only form of meaning offered 
by materialists,35 Christian faith and hope can look 
much more attractive. But in light of antireduc-
tionism and its accounts of human flourishing and 
meaning, as well as its anti-instrumentalist inter-
pretation of nature, Christian faith and hope have 
much stronger competition for the existential hearts 
and rational minds of people (as if it weren’t already 
hard enough when there was just reductionism on 
the scene). If we describe science in purely reduction-
ist terms, and we frame our responses to materialism 
solely through the lens of reductionism, then we do 
not have the conceptual tools either to prepare our 
own members for how to respond Christianly when 
they encounter anti reductionist views, or to present 
a persuasive apologetic to seekers who are already 
shaped by antireductionism. 

I have attempted precisely this task, of address-
ing these antireductionist materialist challenges, in 
Freedom All the Way Up: God and the Meaning of Life 
in a Scientific Age. Christian scientists Andrew Briggs 
and Michael J. Reiss have also attempted this in their 
book Human Flourishing: Scientific Insight and Spiritual 
Wisdom in Uncertain Times.36 Nonetheless, too few 
Christians are working to address antireductionism, 
the best side of materialism’s face. But getting more 
Christians engaged in this requires recognizing that 
materialism today comes not only in its reductionist 
mode but also in an antireductionist mode.

Theology of Science
Let us now return to the big picture. To recall, the full 
title of Tyson’s book is A Christian Theology of Science: 
Reimagining a Theological Vision of Natural Theology. 
To reiterate an earlier comment, Tyson is not writ-
ing a theology of creation; he is, rather, writing a 
theology of the knowledge of creation. Nonetheless, 
the book’s title overpromises. This is the result of the 
problem that triggers his theology of science project, 
namely, a specific epistemological concern about a 
specific group of people (the overlappers) whom he 
thinks are in epistemological error. This particular 
epistemological concern gives Tyson a precise focus 
for discussion, but ends up constricting his use of 
both theology and science.

His anti-overlappers agenda makes his use of sci-
ence too narrow. This is not just in the sense of 
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omitting antireductionism, but particularly, in the 
sense of focusing only on the epistemology of sci-
ence. To repeat, his four-tier account of awareness, 
integrating low and high types of knowledge and 
understanding, is very helpful. In my view, though, 
a full theology of science would need to include 
other topics, such as a more comprehensive discus-
sion of metaphysics. For instance, while the idea 
of “essence” is metaphysically essential for Tyson, 
current science is not supportive of the idea of 
essences—as, for example, in current philosophy 
of biology, where the concept of species was once 
considered an essentialist category but is now seen 
as very fluid (not due to postmodernism but rather 
due to advances in genetics). In the face of increas-
ing anti-essentialism in science, a theology of science 
that employs “essence” needs to explain itself—not 
because it is bowing to materialism as first truth, but 
because it seeks to be understood and even persua-
sive. Moreover, while epistemology will obviously 
be a critical element within a theology of science, 
science is a complex human activity, and so a full 
theology of science needs to include attention to 
other important dimensions of science, including the 
sociology of science, the economics of science, the 
ethics of science, and science education. 

Furthermore, Tyson’s anti-overlappers agenda makes 
his use of theology too narrow. It is this agenda that 
leads him to employ the concept of first truth. This 
may be heuristically helpful for framing a response 
to the particular challenge of theological integrity 
in the science-and-faith context, but on its own, it is 
insufficient for a full-blown theology of science. A 
theology of science will potentially draw from sys-
tematic theology as a whole, from a larger portion of 
the full panoply of Christian doctrinal loci—creation, 
humanity, the Trinity, the church, salvation, redemp-
tion, mission, and so forth. At one point he does hint 
briefly at this need (for wider theological resources 
in the task of forming a theology of science), but he 
never raises this again; however, each of these loci 
will have implications for how we understand the 
tasks, methods, theorizing, sociology, and ethics of 
science. The content of creed, while central to the 
task, will not of itself achieve the theological richness 
of deploying a wider breadth of theological loci to 
the topic of science.

To give just one hint of this, the doctrine of revela-
tion could draw on the ancient idea of the two books 
of revelation—scripture and nature. St. Augustine, 
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writing around 420 CE, provides an early version of 
this: “Some people, in order to discover God, read 
books. But there is a great book: the very appearance 
of created things. Look above you! Look below you! 
Note it. Read it.”37 Surprisingly, to my mind, Tyson 
never discusses this ancient interpretive frame of the 
two books of revelation, but I believe it provides an 
alternative methodology to that of Tyson. In effect, 
the ancient two books concept treats both books as 
first truths, meaning that they should be mutually 
interpreting, not related hierarchically one above the 
other. As one reviewer of this article (in earlier form) 
put it, Tyson “privileges special revelation over cre-
ation revelation, which is like saying that we have to 
privilege one of God’s two revelations over the other 
rather than putting them in conversation with each 
other to learn as much as we can about God’s good 
creation”—or even to compose a comprehensive, 
integrated story.

Furthermore, incorporating the doctrine of revelation 
into his theology of science would also require Tyson 
to address the place of hermeneutics in his proposal, 
since he consistently steers clear of hermeneutical 
discussions. Indeed, I would suggest that the heart 
of the issue lies not in competing types of mythos, 
but rather in the hermeneutics of Genesis 1–3 and 
Romans 5. The ancient “two books of revelation” 
tradition allows “mutual interpretation” to be part 
of the discussion of these specific texts; this, of 
course, opens the interpretive door to the overlap-
pers. In effect, overlap methodology (and the “two 
books” tradition) need not be only a matter of ille-
gitimate “religion-within-science” subservience, but 
also be a matter of faithful “religion-with-science” 
discernment. Regardless, I expect that the mutual 
interpretation principle of the ancient “two books” 
tradition means that Tyson would reject the “two 
books” tradition, just as he rejects another ancient 
principle, nominalism. He persuades me with regard 
to the latter, but not the former.

Other doctrinal loci will contribute new angles to 
a theology of science. Regardless, my larger point 
here is that the book is mistitled, thereby somewhat 
misleading the reader about what to anticipate. 
My suggestion would be Reimagining a Theological 
Vision of Natural Knowledge: Prolegomena to a Christian 
Theology of Science. I think this would capture more 
accurately what the book is about.

Conclusion
I have recommended Tyson’s book to readers of this 
journal, indicating my own points of appreciation 
and critique. Here I would conclude with the words 
of Mark Mann: “[T]he scientific enterprise is in many 
ways sacred work, for it is the attempt to understand 
more fully the handiwork of God, and is in this way 
not unlike disciplined reading and discerning the 
Word of God in Holy Scripture.”38 So, too, thinking 
about the relationship of faith to science is sacred 
work. Despite various differences Tyson and I may 
have, our commonalities are far deeper, and so we 
share in the privilege of this sacred work. ☼
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