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The place of a scientific theology 
among theological disciplines
The demand for a scientific theology arose from the progressive decline of 
dogmatic theology throughout the Seventeenth and Eighteenth centuries. 
A variety of natural theologies emerged, intended to purge theology from 
its supernatural religious traces and language, to achieve the ‘purest 
form’ of a rational theology independent from cultural additions, such as 
Christology and the role of institutions such as the church. This movement 
produced at least two distinct reactions in the transition to the Nineteenth 
century: romanticism and systematic theology. Romantics reacted to 
the dryness of natural theology by emphasizing the supernatural and 
the narrow limits of human understanding, sometimes degenerating into 
irrationalism. Systematic theology, heavily inspired by German Idealism, 
tried to rehabilitate core theological concepts into a new, more respectable 
fashion. Friedrich Schleiermacher is a key name for both movements, 
and his theories are representative of the problems encountered by these 
enterprises. Later, under the influence of modern traditionalists such as Karl 
Barth and John Henry Newman, systematic theology stepped back to give 
space to a renewed dogmatic theology, which would take the basic and 
original claims of Christian revelation more seriously. The rehabilitation of 
a more traditional theology, however, created a renewed demand for the 
accommodation of theology to contemporary scientific knowledge. Alister 
McGrath’s Scientific Theology is among the most significant efforts in that 
direction.
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After the dramatic movement towards a naturalized theology in the 18th 
and 19th centuries, theologians realized that the rejection of core Christian 
principles and ideas could be detrimental to the very purpose of theological 
reflexion. The relative waning of natural theology, therefore, stimulated the 
return to traditional or dogmatic approaches compatible with the modern 
hermeneutic methods. As natural and liberal theologies – and other forms of 
criticism against traditional Christian theology – proved resilient, however, the 
theological dynamics of the 20th century became progressively more complex, 
with both episodes of harmonization and conflict between traditional Chris-
tian theology and the secularized critical theologies.

Drawing on each of these traditions, Alister McGrath speaks about a ‘peren-
nial presence of the transcendent’ across human cultures, defining transcend-
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ent as a matter of ultimate concern, in contrast to the transitory and relative 
concerns of mundane life.1 Such a philosophical perspective allowed him to 
avoid the most common vices of the radicalized positions. Yet, in place of a 
theological reductionism of science or a scientific reductionism of theology, 
McGrath became the advocate of a new perspective he called scientific theol-
ogy. According to him, ‘A scientific theology conceives the theological enter-
prise as a principled attempt to give an account of the reality of God, which it 
understands to be embedded at different levels in the world’.2 We will return 
to this later.

As we can easily see, a new theological discipline that shows close connec-
tions with the traditional disciplines specialized in the relationship between 
contemporary science and theology has to be carefully distinguished from any 
of them. In our paper, we will give emphasis to the two greatest attempts of 
building a bridge between faith and reason in Modernity: natural theology and 
systematic theology. These examples would help us to make clear how exactly 
McGrath’s proposal of a scientific theology differs from previous attempts of 
solving the perceived schism between religion and science, and in which sense 
it proves itself superior to them.

As the proposal shows signs of being a synthesis, we must begin by un-
derstanding the models presupposed by it. The main two ideas connected by 
scientific theology are scientific realism – closely related to critical naturalism 
– and Christian theology. 

Writing a generation after Ian Barbour, McGrath does not indulge in the 
Modern notion of a conflict between science and religion. On the contrary, 
he acknowledges a great deal of recent theological attempts to address the 
worldview where the sciences have been enjoying tremendous success for two 
or three hundred years. He therefore, gives a special consideration to natural 
theology, which traces to the earliest Christian witness, as Paul’s message to 
the Romans attested: ‘For since the creation of the world God’s invisible quali-
ties, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being under-
stood from His workmanship, so that men are without excuse’ (Rom 1:20). The 
inexcusable men were those who did not discern God through His creation. 
Simplifying a bit, Tom Holland asserts, ‘To accept Christ was to accept that God 
could write his commandments on the heart.’3

In this stream of theology, Christian revelation and tradition were never in 

1   McGrath, A. E. The Open Secret: A New Vision for Natural Theology. Malden: Blackwell (2008), 
p. 26.
2   McGrath, A. E. A Scientific Theology. Vol. 2: Reality. Michigan: William B. Eerdman’s. (2002), 
p. xi.
3   Holland, T. Dominion: How the Christian Revolution Remade the World. New York: Hachette 
Book Group (2019), 186.
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conflict with reason. The greatest thinkers and philosophers were almost ex-
clusively Christian for almost eleven centuries. This was before the notion of a 
conflict between faith and reason was conceived in Modernity. And Modernity 
was shaped by the distinct piety of men and women such as Jan Huss, Erasmus, 
Martin Luther, Teresa D’Avila, Ignácio de Loyola, John Calvin.

In another description of Holland, ‘Martin Luther… appealed for the first 
time to a concept that he had discovered in Paul: “I must believe according to 
the testimony of my conscience.”’4 This ethical notion of belief is not dissimilar 
to Luther’s notion of faith. In contradiction to the irrationalist interpretations 
of Luther, his concept of faith was not opposed to reasoning, even if he stressed 
that reason could not be the source of faith. Though he saw faith as superior 
to reason, Luther never argued that they were in contradiction. He also distin-
guishes a mundane and unsanctified reason from regenerated reason. 

The reason that produces natural theology, therefore, is not necessarily 
wrong, but it is a blind tool that can be played for the profit of evil. Only through 
atonement can reason be purified from its instrumental neutrality and brought 
to the service of salvation. Translating this to the judgement of natural theol-
ogy, a natural theology useful for salvation could not be independent from or 
in contradiction with revelation. The point here is that the faith granted by rev-
elation should never be judged by the standards of a natural or philosophical 
theology, but this is not to say that revelation is self-evident in all its subtleties, 
rendering rational interpretation useless. 

Although McGrath’s conception of natural theology is far more positive, the 
analogy with Luther is fruitful for it helps us remember that natural theology 
might not always be the best ally of Christian theology. As we well see later, the 
necessity of remaining in the register of positive theology, avoiding the risk 
of a purely philosophical (i.e. abstract) concept of theology, makes it relevant 
to stress that Christian theology is grounded on the positiveness of revelation 
(as kerygma as well as a historical fact), while natural theology can be purely 
theoretical.  

Consciously echoing Alvin Plantinga, however, McGrath points to Thomas 
Aquinas and John Calvin as the original inspirers of natural theology. Since 
both regarded the harmony between reason and revelation as stated by rev-
elation itself, the original seeds of natural theology did not assume a conflict 
between science and religion, or reason and faith. It is relevant, therefore, to 
understand how natural theology, a project originated from the heart of theol-
ogy, ultimately divorced from it in order to attempt a new foundation of theol-
ogy that would ultimately oppose revelation.

To be brief, we could mention Baruch Spinoza’s concept of a God of pure rea-

4   Ibid, p. 312.



The place of a scientific theology among theological disciplines

Science & Christian Belief, Vol 35, No. 2 • 169

son, considering reason in a very mechanistic sense. A contemporary of Robert 
Boyle, who was a natural theologian in a more traditional sense, Spinoza dis-
paraged Scripture as an incoherent and unlearned treatise about God. While 
containing some justifiable maxims of practical wisdom and the generally cor-
rect sense of the supremacy of God over individual beings, Scripture should be 
regarded as a collection of statements for which no demonstration is offered. 
Reason could do better, offering exact and irrefutable proof for each and every 
one of its postulates.

Spinoza was a powerful inspiration for French philosophes of the Eighteenth 
century. Voltaire, the greatest of the philosophes, was very specific in his at-
tacks on Scripture and revelation. In his L’Evangile de la Raison – the Gospel 
of Reason, a very suggestive title – he says that no religion can be true if it 
contains errors in the core of its doctrine. By an error he understands anything 
that would separate mankind and produce trouble.5 Sanctity should be identi-
fied with virtue, and it did not matter to Reason if virtue was manifest by a 
Pagan, a Muslim or a Christian. The alleged superiority of Christianity was only 
supported by belief in miracles, but all religions claim that their miracles are 
true and the miracles of the others are demonic.6 Finally, Christianity demands 
from its followers some irrational beliefs. One cannot be a Christian without 
assuming a major contradiction, namely, that one God can be three. The idea 
of a triune God, he says, actually produces three gods.7 It would only make it 
worse to say that, from these three that are different and same, the second and 
the third are begotten by one original, which does not make them less original 
or divine.8

While a bit simplistic, Voltaire’s arguments were common ground through-
out the Eighteenth century. The Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn, for 
example, argued that Judaism should be regarded superior to Christianity in 
the extent that it only demanded virtue as means to salvation, while Christian-
ity would depend on absurdities, such as the claim that a person was the ab-
solute God incarnated. In making such belief a priority, Christianity would fail 
to address all mankind, while Judaism would assume that every moral person 
would be saved.9 The interesting point here is not Mendelssohn’s criticism of 
Christianity, but the fact that this criticism is based on a depiction of Judaism 
that was highly embedded in the Enlightenment‘s notion of natural theology, 
which would hardly correspond to rabbinical tradition and its understanding 

5   Voltaire, F. M. A. L’Evangile de la Raison, ouvrage philosophique. Paris: Du Laurens (1765), p. 
7-8.
6   Idem
7   Ibid, p. 46.
8   Ibid. p. 46.
9   Gottlieb, M. Moses Mendelssohn Writings on Judaism, Christianity and the Bible. Waltham: 
Brandeis University Press, (2011), 3.
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of revelation.

The turn to a more dogmatic approach to theology was based on the rather 
obvious perception that natural theology had no need for revelation and the 
theological tradition. Similar detachments from theology occurred in fields 
such as natural history, that would slowly give place to non- or even anti-re-
ligious perspectives, according to the growing mythic narrative of a conflict 
between science and religion in the nineteenth century.10  

The greatest name in this movement was Friedrich Schleiermacher. He of-
fered both a philosophy of religion, in the sense of a natural theology, and a 
dogmatic theology that rehabilitated Christian dogmatics. Aware of the ill ef-
fects of enlightened natural theology on the Christian faith, Schleiermacher 
realized that a philosophical natural religion was not an ideal ally to Christian 
theology. However, he did not believe that natural religion was in contradiction 
with Christianity either, and he developed a romantic approach to natural re-
ligion and a Christian dogmatics that could be reconciled.  He thus opened the 
way to mutual understanding between a progressive natural sense of divinity 
and revealed truth. While natural religion was available to all rational beings, 
its development and concrete forms would be social and cultural structures 
in the orbit of positive revelation. To speak about natural religion would be 
similar to speaking about gravity as a principle, and to speak about revelation 
would be similar to speaking about the actual stars and how the planets re-
volve around them.

While cognizant of their achievements, McGrath does not succumb to the 
limitations of systematic theology as it was conceived by German idealists or 
more recent traditionalists. He strives for a scientific theology, not a theological 

10   ‘The transformation of natural history into scientific “biology” was a vital part of this 
process. Whereas natural history had traditionally been dominated by the clergy, the new sci-
entific disciplines of biology and geology gradually achieved independence from clerical influ-
ence while at the same time legitimizing a new set of non-ecclesiastical authorities. This was 
in fact the explicit mission of such figures as Thomas Huxley and his colleagues in the “X-Club,” 
who sought with an evangelical fervor to establish a scientific status for natural history, to rid 
the discipline of women, amateurs, and parsons, and to place a secular science into the center 
of cultural life in Victorian England. It served the political purposes of this clique to deploy a 
rhetoric of conflict between theology and science, a conflict that was supposedly not unique to 
the nineteenth century but had characterized the ongoing relation of these two hypostasized 
entities. Largely as a consequence of the efforts of those who sought to promote the political 
fortunes of “science,” there emerged the historical thesis of an ongoing science-religion 
conflict—a view epitomized in the now unfashionable histories of Andrew Dickson White and 
John Draper. A good sense of the general tenor of these works can be gleaned from their titles, 
respectively, A History of the Warfare of Science with Theology in Christendom (1896) and 
History of the Conflict between Religion and Science (1875). The enduring legacy of this group, 
however, has been the perpetuation of the myth of a perennial warfare between science and 
religion”.’ Harrison, P. ‘“Science” and “Religion”: Constructing the Boundaries’. The Journal of 
Religion 86, 1, (2006), 81-106 (p. 87).
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accommodation of scientific data – if we have to give one example, we could 
mention Wolfhart Pannenberg – nor a scientific reinterpretation of theological 
principles as the lower status of symbols and metaphors. Instead of these com-
mon options in contemporary debate, McGrath envisions a third alternative, in 
the link between positive or dogmatic theology and the positivity of scientific 
realism. He even portrays this return to the positivity of religion as an evidence 
of the perennial appeal of the transcendent, for which his book The Open Se-
cret: A New Vision for Natural Theology is the best reference.

Analysing Iris Murdoch’s peculiar platonic position about the transcend-
ent McGrath argues that such reactions to the mainstream rejection of the 
transcendent, in the 1960s and 1970s, reflected a ‘want’ created by this very 
rejection, which he attributed to the ‘metaphysically impoverished’ culture of 
the time.11 McGrath’s insight into the metaphysical – or, to be precise, the anti-
metaphysical – ground for the rejection of the transcendent draws attention to 
a major trend in contemporary philosophy: the death of metaphysics.

In their attack on metaphysics, many parties claimed responsibility for 
eliminating the second greatest obstacle to the advancement of science after 
theology. Authors such as Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche and 
Sigmund Freud proudly announced the glories of the new-born sciences, pre-
suming that such glories derived from the death of metaphysical thinking. For 
over a century, scientists and even philosophy professors believed that non-
metaphysical sciences were not only possible, but in fact superior to methods 
and sciences grounded in the principles of a first philosophy.

Here it is essential to raise some criticism of McGrath’s attribution of re-
sponsibility, for he condemns idealism, perhaps the greatest defence for meta-
physics, as one of the criminals. 

McGrath’s insistence on dogmatics above systematics and his praise for or-
thodoxy, represented by the theologians he quotes most, such as Karl Barth 
and Thomas Torrance, followed by Schleiermacher, Brunner, and Calvin, is in 
sharp contrast with the rigorous demands he imposes on metaphysics. While 
extremely critical of foundationalism, idealism (even critical idealism) and 
anything else showing a semblance of a priori reasoning, he seems to welcome 
Christian dogmatics without such restrictions. In addition, without any refer-
ence to Hegel, the major idealist to be refuted in a strong criticism of that school, 
McGrath reduces idealism through the very common caricature of anti-realism, 
which pretty much resembles similar criticisms he so frequently raises against 
reductive naturalism. To depict idealism as nothing but anti-realism does not 
do justice to objective idealism, for example, which reaches the same conclu-

11   McGrath, A. E. The Open Secret: A New Vision for Natural Theology. Malden: Blackwell 
(2008), p.48.
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sion McGrath is trying to construct. Schelling’s positive philosophy and Hegel’s 
insistence on truth as a result – and not a priori – seem to me good models for 
many of McGrath’s positions. It is also relevant to mention that many idealists 
recognize the Christian roots of this metaphysical stance, and, to some extent, 
it is incongruous to be an idealist without also being a Christian. However, as I 
argued in my paper on Hegel’s concept of God, it is also true that some idealist 
definitions of Christianity are unpalatable to Christian orthodoxy. 

As idealism does not play a fundamental role in A Scientific Theology, I do 
not intend to dedicate more time to defending idealism. The role McGrath’s 
representation plays pedagogical, or even symbolical, and, in this sense, fulfils 
its purpose, which is to emphasize the absolute necessity of building the bridge 
between science and theology on facts. As I understand McGrath, this is the 
central thesis of A Scientific Theology.

Facts are the positive connections with reality outside human minds, and, 
therefore, essential to both science and theology, as disciplines that learn from 
reality. If more space and more serious consideration to pure philosophy in 
the overall method of scientific theology had been given, its place would have 
been rearranged to deal with idealism more systematically, but this was not the 
case. A greater importance to philosophy would most certainly drift the entire 
project in the direction of a systematic theology, which was not the point. As 
the example of Paul Tillich’s Systematic Theology shows, ‘The point of contact 
between scientific research and theology lies in the philosophical element of 
both, the sciences and theology. Therefore, the question of the relation of theol-
ogy to the special sciences merges into the question of the relation between 
theology and philosophy.’12

However, again, McGrath is not trying to build a systematic relation between 
science and theology,13 but a scientific theology. This has to be further high-
lighted if we are to understand the exact difference between these approaches.

In scientific theology, philosophy has a limited role, restricted to specific 
problems that require or emphasize stronger versions of realism as the only 
suitable solutions. Consequently, I agree with McGrath that the path he chose 
to support scientific theology was the most suited, if not inevitable.

The best way to triangulate McGrath’s position, particularly regarding real-
ism, is from the central Twentieth century thinkers in his book: Roy Bhaskar, 
Karl Barth and Thomas Torrance. Curiously, these names are well distributed 

12   Tillich, P. Systematic Theology. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951, p. 18.
13   A task to which I dedicated some effort in Humberto Schubert Coelho. ‘A filosofia como 
juíza: considerações epistemológicas e histórico-culturais sobre o cisma entre ciência e religião’. 
In Simanke, Richart T., Bocca, Francisco V. Murta, Claudia (Ed.). Psicanálise em Perspectiva VII. 
Curitiba: Editora CRV, (2018).  
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in the spectrum between science and theology: Bhaskar, an advocate of scien-
tific realism; Barth, a dogmatic theologian and advocate of Scriptural authority; 
Torrance, in between. 

In Ground and Grammar of Theology, Torrance writes: 

The ultimate end of Christian Theology is undoubtedly the knowledge and 
enjoyment of God for his own sake, but this knowledge and enjoyment arise 
within the relation of God the Creator to the universe he has made and within 
which he has set man, who is known within traditional theology as “the crown 
of creation.” It is in and through the universe of space and time that God has 
revealed himself to us in modes of rationality that he has conferred upon the 
creation and upon us in the creation, and it is in and through the same universe 
of space and time that theology makes its disciplined response to God’s self-
revelation. The understanding of this universe, which is the prime aim of our 
natural scientific inquiries, can only be of deep interest to theology.14

Although very close to McGrath’s proposal, Torrance’s notion does not over-
come the limitation of a fragmented vision. He builds analogies and connec-
tions between science and theology, and correctly understands that both are 
linked through realism, but he does not present a scientific theology. According 
to McGrath:

A scientific theology conceives the theological enterprise as a principled 
attempt to give an account of the reality of God, which it understands to be 
embedded at different levels in the world. Declining to make a priori prejudge-
ments concerning what may be known of God, and the manner by which that 
knowledge should be established, a scientific theology approaches such ques-
tions in the light of what is actually known about God. A scientific theology 
thus conceives itself as an a posteriori discipline, responding to and offering an 
account of what may be known of God through revelation, taking full account 
of the stratified nature of that knowledge of God.15

McGrath is in fact creating a new discipline, which is based on a fallibilist and 
progressive account of the reality of God, according to the actual knowledge the 
natural world can provide about God. Such discipline demands from its scholars 
a great familiarity with both science and theology, but it offers an extraordinary 
advantage in return, for, thanks to scientific theology, the cultural gap between the-
ology and science has no methodological reason to exist anymore.  
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14   Torrance, T. The Ground and Grammar of Theology. Edinburgh: T&T Clark (1980), p. 1.
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