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When it comes to the relationship between religion and science, their being locked in mortal combat is probably the dominant image in the world. But is this really the best image? Is it helpful? Is the relationship between science and religion as black and white as this image suggests? Or is it considerably grayer?
Should there be a conflict between science and religion?

One can say that certainly there ought not to be a conflict, for each claim both to present truth and to be seeking it, so that the more nearly each justifies its claim the more nearly should they come together; but they don’t seem to. 
Resolving the conflict between science and religion has been an important preoccupation in my life.  In school, science was one of my favorite subjects.  I loved doing experiments believing that repeatable experimentation was the path to enlightenment.  I majored in physics in college and did graduate work in quantum mechanics and solid state physics.  I had a ‘spiritual epiphany' when I encountered the theories of Einstein, Schrodinger, Heisenberg, and Feynman.  While studying their work, I experienced a state of consciousness that felt completely new to me, one that expanded my perception of reality.
Those experiences began a religious journey for me that lead to this moment today.   I call this journey `religious' because before this experience, when I read the Gita or other religious texts I felt they lacked a scientific basis. I firmly believed that science outlined exactly what was real and the rest could be discarded. 

After my religious experience, when I picked up these texts anew, suddenly I began to find new meaning in them. Gradually, I began to see that hidden in the archaic language and ideas was a message that had some kind of synergy, resonance, familiarity, emotional connection, and attraction that they didn't seem to have before. For example, the rational, systematic, and mystical approach of the Upanishads opened up an even greater experiential understanding of what these religious teachers were talking about. 

I continue today with the same appreciation and passion for the expansion of understanding through systematic and repeatable methods that are the crown of the scientific method. 

So, can science and religion converge and cooperate with one another to create a more peaceful and sustainable world or will they remain forever parallel and in conflict?  
In the end the answer depends on how we choose to define science and religion.

In the dictionary, science is defined as "the observation, identification, description, experimental investigation, and theoretical explanation of natural phenomena."  In other words, science is not about belief; it is about how things work. Science is about the exploration of natural causes to explain natural phenomena. Science is empirical, which means that questions of truth are established through experimenting and testing. There are no absolutes in science; all issues are open to retesting and reconsideration.

The traditional definition of religion is "an organized system of beliefs and rituals centering on a supernatural being or beings."  My definition of religion is somewhat different.  I prefer to define religion by going back to its Latin root: religare, to bind or connect together.  Religion is the link by which humanity is effectively attached to what is greater than itself; it is our attempt to bind together all the elements of our lives into a whole.  By “humanity” I mean humankind as a whole, past, present and future, with all its achievements, aspirations and potentialities both individual and collective. By the word “greater” I mean the 'eternal mystery' that sustains all that is.  It is this attachment that drives us to work for justice and peace.  If no such attachment is possible, the word “religion” is superfluous. If it is possible, we ignore that possibility at our peril.

Science focuses primarily on how the world works; religion focuses more on why questions, on meaning, value, purpose, and morality. The goal of science is to understand better the workings of the world; the goal of religion is to live a more ethical and moral life.   To cite an old cliché: "science studies how the heavens go, while religion studies how to go to heaven."

Religion often leads toward some sort of personal transformation and reorientation. Words like salvation, fulfillment, liberation, and enlightenment are various names for this personal transformation and reorientation. Science is more objective, religion more subjective, though we increasingly understand that even science can never be completely objective. The questions we ask in science and the way we think about them always colors the results of scientific investigation. 

The inability of religion to make statements that are objectively true is not to be regarded as a failure of religion. It simply reveals an inherent aspect of the realm that religion explores. Religion is personal, experiential, and interior. That doesn't make all religious claims suspect or trivial. Religion is important. And religious statements can be true. But religious truths are always and can only be personal truths. Even if a religious truth is shared by millions, the truth arises one by one in the private heart of each of the millions. 
At the same time, the inability of science to address questions of value, meaning, and purpose, should not be seen as a failure of science. It's not a problem with the scientific method; it simply reveals the inherent limitation of a tool that is brilliantly effective for one purpose but totally inadequate for another. A hammer is great when you need to pound a nail, but is useless when you're trying to pick mangos with it.

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., the great civil rights leader, summarized the role of science and religion beautifully:

“Science investigates; religion interprets. Science gives man knowledge which is power; religion gives man wisdom which is control. Science deals mainly with facts; religion deals mainly with values. The two are not rivals. They are complementary. Science keeps religion from falling into the valley of crippling irrationalism and paralyzing obscurantism.  Religion prevents science from falling into the marsh of obsolete materialism and moral nihilism.” (Martin Luther King, Jr., A Tough Mind and a Tender Heart, Strength to Love, 1963, 1981; p. 15)

Is there a conflict between religion and science, and what is its nature if it exists? 
Science and religion are in conflict when one holds a static view of science and the other a dogmatic view of religion.  Where this happens, the root cause is a kind of arrogant and misleading imperialism. This happens when religious people believe that their faith invalidates science and when scientists believe their work invalidates religion. These two imperialisms, though opposite, actually have much in common. In the scholar Ian Barbour's words:

“Both believe that there are serious conflicts between contemporary science and classical religious beliefs. Both seek knowledge with a sure foundation--that of logic and sense data, in the one case, that the infallible scripture, in the other. They both claim that science and theology make rival literal statements about the same domain, the history of nature, so that one must choose between them.” (When Science Meets Religion: Enemies, Strangers, or Partners)
Albert Einstein felt that the age old conflict between science and religion was mainly based on the religious notion of a personal God.  He believed that if we finally said farewell to the old man with the beard in the clouds, we eliminate any reason for hostility between science and religion.  He declared that, "Science without religion is lame while religion without science is blind." 
I agree with Einstein's notion that science and religion need each other.  They are neither totally incompatible nor are they one and the same.  Instead, they can be seen as different patches of the same quilt - unique yet interdependent.   
In his book Rocks of Ages, British biologist Stephen Gould says, "Imagine a beautiful quilt. Science is one distinct patch on the quilt; religion is another; and there are others as well. All the patches--each separate and each with a distinctiveness and coherence of its own--together create a beautiful quilt. The whole quilt represents wisdom.  Each patch is greater because it is part of this greater unity called wisdom."
And the Rig Veda declares:
Ekam Sat, Vipraa Bahuda Vadhanti.  "Truth is one, sages call it by different names."
Both metaphors suggest that no single way of knowing can possibly hold all the answers or all the truth about life. Life is just too complex for one way of knowing to capture its truth completely.  Each patch represents only partial truth, only one angle on the complexity of life.

An important part of wisdom is realizing the limitations of each individual viewpoint. When we deny this truth, then we make the mistake of lifting up one particular viewpoint as the whole truth--one particular patch as the whole quilt. This is idolatry: worshiping a part as the whole. Scientific imperialists who believe only science reveals truth make an idolatry of science; religious imperialists who believe only religion reveals truth make an idolatry of religion.

Therefore, science and religion are part of the search for truth.  Though distinct, religion and science are related to each other just as two patches of a quilt are related to one another. 
His Holiness the Dalai Lama, in his book The Universe in a Single Atom: The Convergence of Science and Spirituality, says:

"I believe that spirituality and science are different but complementary investigative approaches with the same greater goal, of seeking the truth.  In this, there is much each may learn from the other, and together they may contribute to expanding the horizon of human knowledge and wisdom."

How might science and religion interact constructively and be in right relationship with one another for the betterment of humanity?

Ian Barbour recommends two modes of interaction: dialogue and integration.

Dialogue, be it among religions or between science and religion, is the process by which commitments are tested.  Dialoguing with religion nudges scientists to think about not just the science of their work but the ethics of it as well and even the implications it might have for life's meaning and purpose. And dialoguing with science nudges religious people to look at the implications of science for their faiths and to think more rationally about their faith.   I believe that the mutual challenge dialogue affords both science and religion produces a creative tension that deepens both.   It allows both to recognize that each may have something of value to offer the other.
But even though dialogue is a more constructive relationship than conflict, it still falls short of the degree of conceptual unity claimed by people like Albert Einstein and the Dalai Lama, namely, integration.
Integration represents the attempt to find the underlying unity that is assumed to exist between religion and science.  While there are three distinct versions to this approach, the one I wish to highlight is process theology.  Process theology attempts a more systematic synthesis, with both science and religion contributing to a common conceptual framework.  Process thought embraces concepts like emergence and the continuing enfolding of creation.  Nature is seen as a dynamic web of interconnected events, characterized by novelty as well as order.  God is seen interacting reciprocally with the world, continually unfolding along with the rest of creation.

Ian Barbour finds a lot of promise in this approach but offers the caution that:

"There are dangers if either scientific or religious ideas are distorted to fit a preconceived synthesis that claims to encompass all reality.  We must always keep in mind the rich diversity of our experience.  We distort it if we cut it up into separate realms or watertight compartments, but we also distort it if we force it into a neat intellectual system.  A coherent vision of reality must allow for the distinctiveness of differing types of experience."
I believe this integration is possible because at the core of everything is Spirit. There is nothing but Spirit taking the form of matter, body and mind. The duality of matter and energy is transcended in Spirit. We are already what we seek. Our challenge is to wake up to this truth. 

And so, where do we go with all this?
When I envision the future, I don’t see us getting there alone and neither does the Dalai Lama. Interfaith cooperation will be essential. Even now we are facing the reality of that interconnected web of existence of which we are a part not only when we go on the internet and communicate with people on the other side of the world, but also when we recognize the economic impact of war and famine on the entire world, and hear the warnings of ozone layer depletion even as we drive our cars to work each day. As Chief Seattle is said to have said, “Whatever we do to the web, we do to ourselves.”

"[We] need a moral compass we can use collectively without getting bogged down in doctrinal differences. One key factor that we need is a holistic and integrated outlook at the level of human society that recognizes the fundamentally interconnected nature of all living beings and their environment.” (The Universe in a Single Atom: The Convergence of Science and Spirituality, p. 198-9) 

He goes on to list some fundamental and universal ethical principles. First is the recognition of the preciousness of life. Second is an understanding of the need for balance in nature and to employ balance as a direction in thought and action. Third is to ensure we hold compassion as the key motivation for all our endeavors and combine that compassion with a clear awareness of the wider perspective, including long-term consequences of our actions. And fourth is a spirit of oneness of the entire human species, that “because of the profoundly interconnected reality of today’s world, we need to relate to the challenges we face as a single human family rather than as members of specific nationalities, ethnicities, or religions.” The Dalai Lama concludes that these ethical principles are at the heart of all major spiritual traditions. (p. 199)

I wonder what the world could be if we all shared such principles and a common care for the earth and the life which is so amazing all around us and within us? 

May the desire for direct experience of that transcending mystery and wonder affirmed in all cultures which moves us to a renewal of the spirit and an openness to the forces that create and uphold life grow in our hearts. 

May we at the same time heed the guidance of reason and the results of science that warn us against the idolatries of the mind and spirit. 
May we bring both our religious and scientific sensibilities to bear in our quest for understanding.
May the spirit of reason and revelation go with us from this sanctuary that shelters and integrates both.
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