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This question and a related one, “Are science
and religion incompatible?” have long been puzzled 
over.   Another version juxtaposes faith and reason.  
Whether they are compatible has been answered 
both “yes” and “no,” often emphatically if not vio-
lently.  The problem was clearly recognized as ur-
gent from the beginning of rational inquiry and the 
rise of what was at first called “natural philosophy.” 
The New Testament refers to this threat:

“Beware lest any man spoil you through
philosophy and vain deceit.” [Colossians 2:8]

“avoiding profane and vain babblings, and
oppositions of science falsely so called”

[1 Timothy 6:20]

Yet by this time the Jewish philosopher Philo
of Alexandria (c 20 BCE – c 50 CE) had already 
found a way to harmonize the Torah with the ideas 
of Plato.  In particular, Philo found a use for the 
Greek philosophers' concept of “logos,” the princi-
ple of reason and knowledge, what we might de-
scribe today as “the logical appeal” of an idea or ar-
gument, and from which we get the word “logic.”  
Philo equated “logos” with the mind and thoughts of
God, something outside of space and time like Pla-
tonic Forms, but creating as well as pervading the 
universe and mediating between God and humanity. 
Philo also allegorized Old Testament characters and 
events, interpreting them as symbolic expressions of
the human condition and its challenges.

Philo's co-religionists were not receptive of 
such ideas.  But those Jews who later became 
known as Christians were.  Decades later, in the 
Gospel of John, written about 90-100 CE, Jesus was
identified with the “logos.”  The abstraction used to 
relate supernatural religion with rational philosophy,
became reified back into the concrete and specifical-
ly into what later became accepted as “the historical 
Jesus” by Christians.  But this incorporation of 

strands of Greek rationalism also made it possible 
for science to eventually develop in Europe.  It is 
notable in this connection that there were hardly any
Jews who contributed to the sciences until their cul-
tural assimilation and secularization beginning in 
the 18th Century.  Likewise, Muslims have been 
hobbled by that tradition's failure to embrace or 
make any serious effort to incorporate reason into its
ideology.  Rather, one of Islam's most influential 
theologians, Muhammad al-Ghazali (1058-1111), 
denied the principle of causality, saying that Allah 
can “create the satisfaction of hunger without eat-
ing, or ... even the survival of life when the head has
been cut off.”  And what is the point of studying na-
ture if all that can be observed are the whims of a 
supernatural being?

Of course, even among Christians supersti-
tion remained – and still remains – rampant.  It has 
steadily retreated, though not without serious resis-
tance, before scientific progress.  The most egre-
gious were the first to be eliminated.  “Witches” 
were executed up until 1798 in Brazil, 1782 in 
Switzerland, 1750 in Austria, 1749 in Germany, 
1742 in France, 1727 in the UK, 1710 in Ireland, 
and 1692 in colonial America during the famous 
New England Witch Hysteria that we take note of 
each year in October.  But today in sub-Saharan 
Africa, among native tribes in Amazonia, and in the 
countries of India, Indonesia, Nepal, Papua New 
Guinea and Saudi Arabia, witch-hunts and killings 
continue.  Although often these are extra-judicial, 
some of these nations have laws criminalizing 
witchcraft and sorcery.  The numbers murdered in 
these regions are thought to far exceed those in Eu-
rope before the 18th Century.

These are horrifying facts.  As horrifying are 
the oppressive belief systems that victimize entire 
societies and cultures by supporting ignorance and 
preventing rational thinking.  Those affected may
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use technologies that are the fruit of science.  They 
as likely also reject or misapply technologies that 
could save far more lives than are lost in such bar-
barities as the killing of “witches.”  Even worse, 
people in such societies where supernaturalism is ac-
cepted as real are effectively shut out of participation
in the scientific enterprise.  Their lack of apprecia-
tion not just of the methods of science and reason 
but of the basis for those methods is a tremendous 
loss of “human capital.”  In the USA today there is a 
similar if less obvious problem with those who pro-
mote the reality of “Creationism,” of “race,” of 
“psychic powers” and other supernatural and pseu-
doscientific nonsense with the justification of a sup-
posed right “to believe whatever you want.”  One 
can swivel one's head around 360 degrees as well, 
but not without certain untoward consequences!

Science is certainly compatible with things 
that that are not in the purview of the scientific 
method.  By the time of Galileo (1564-1642) most 
people would have understood his saying that Chris-
tianity and the Bible were about:

“how to go to heaven, not how the heavens go”

In the 21st Century it is recognized that while 
science has solved and can in principle solve many 
problems, not all problems are scientific problems.  
As Albert Einstein put it in 1939:

“Objective knowledge provides us with powerful 
instruments for the achievements of certain ends, 
but the ultimate goal itself and the longing to reach
it must come from another source.  ... our existence
and our activity acquire meaning only by the set-
ting up of such a goal and of corresponding values.
…  To make clear these fundamental ends and val-
uations, and to set them fast in the emotional life 
of the individual, seems to me precisely the most 
important function which religion has to perform 
in the social life of man.”

In this and other contexts, much depends on 
how “religion” is understood.  Supernaturalism and 
pseudoscience, claims about the objective world not 
supported by facts and reason and, especially, beliefs
controverted by facts and reason, are incompatible 
with science and with human well-being.  But efforts
to make sense of the human subjective experience, 
of informing, orienting and directing the emotional 
elements of the human condition are not just com-
patible with but vital for the success of the enterprise
of science and for humanity to survive and thrive.
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