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JAMES C. UNGUREANU 
The ‘Scientific’ Interpretation of 
the Bible and the Victorian Conflict 
between Science and Religion
Historians of science and religion need to pay more attention to how 
historical-critical scholarship influenced perceptions of the relationship 
between science and religion in the Victorian era. In this paper, I would like to 
begin redressing this problem by examining how the rise of biblical criticism 
in general, and the issues of Christology in particular, had influenced views 
of the relationship between science and religion at the end of the nineteenth 
century. Indeed, almost all members and promoters of ‘scientific naturalism,’ 
including the Victorian coterie of the X-Club, Thomas H. Huxley, John Tyndall, 
and Herbert Spencer, among others, constructed their views on science-
religion relations in response to historical-critical scholarship. Moreover, even 
the so-called ‘cofounders’ of the ‘conflict thesis,’ John W. Draper and Andrew 
D. White, were significantly affected by this literature. That is, developments 
in biblical criticism directly impacted how White, Draper, and others of their 
ilk understood the relationship between science and religion. By examining 
more carefully how historical criticism played a significant role in the thought 
of these writers during the Victorian period, I hope to relocate the origins, 
development, and meaning of the science-religion debate at the end of the 
nineteenth century.

Keywords: science and religion, biblical criticism, historical Jesus, Victorian 
Britain, scientifical naturalism

INTRODUCTION
In his Autobiography, British naturalist Charles Darwin (1809 – 1882) listed 

three main reasons for his religious doubts. First, he was morally repulsed by 
the Old Testament God, whom he saw as nothing more than a ‘revengeful ty-
rant.’ Second, the discovery of the ‘fixed laws of nature’ made belief in miracles 
‘incredible.’ And finally, he believed the advent of historical-critical scholarship, 
or biblical criticism, demonstrated that the ‘Gospels cannot be proved to have 
been written simultaneously with the events,—that they differ in many impor-
tant details, far too important as it seemed to me to be admitted as the usual 
inaccuracies of eyewitnesses.’ All of these alleged difficulties gradually eroded 
Darwin’s belief in ‘Christianity as a divine revelation.’1

1   The Autobiography of Charles Darwin, 1809-1882, New York: W. W. Norton & Company 
(1958) pp. 85-86.
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Among scholars of the Victorian period, much has already been written on 
the moral critique of Christian orthodoxy during the so-called Victorian ‘crisis 
of faith.’2 Other scholars have also traced the development of the idea of ‘laws 
of nature’ or the ‘uniformity of nature’ among Victorian scientists.3 Few if any 
have examined, however, the complex relationship between the rise of biblical 
criticism and the Victorian conflict between science and religion.4 But as Adrian 
Desmond and James Moore observed in their vivid life of the ‘tormented evo-
lutionist,’ Darwin was surrounded by friends interested in biblical criticism.5

Most historians of science are not biblical scholars. It is perhaps for this 
reason they have overlooked how crucial biblical criticism was in the forma-
tion of ideas found in the work of Darwin’s closet friends and strident sup-
porters, particularly among the leading ‘scientific naturalists’ of the Victorian 
age, biologist Thomas H. Huxley (1825-1895), physicist John Tyndall (1820-
1893), and evolutionary philosopher Herbert Spencer (1820-1903). Besides 
this Victorian coterie, the so-called ‘cofounders’ of the ‘conflict thesis,’ the idea 
that science and religion are fundamentally and irrevocably at odds, were also 
greatly influenced by the rising tide of biblical criticism. Historians of science 
have typically traced the origins of the thesis to University of New York chemist 
John W. Draper’s History of the Conflict between Religion and Science (1874) 
and first President of Cornell University Andrew D. White’s A History of the 
Warfare of Science with Theology in Christendom (1896). But no study exists 
examining how biblical criticism affected their views on science and religion.6 

2   See, e.g.Budd, S. ‘The Loss of Faith: Reasons for Unbelief among Members of the Secular 
Movement in England, 1850-1950,’ Past & Present (1967)  36, 106-25; Altholz, J. L. ‘The Warfare 
of Conscience with Theology,’ in Parsons, G. (ed). Religion in Victorian Britain, Vol. IV: Interpre-
tations, Manchester: Manchester University Press, (1988) pp. 150-69; Bartholomew, M. ‘The 
Moral Critique of Christian Orthodoxy,’ in Parsons G. and Moore J. R. (eds) Religion in Victorian 
Britain, Vol. II: Controversies, Manchester: Manchester University Press (1988) pp. 166-90; 
Turner, F. M. ‘The Victorian Crisis of Faith and the Faith That Was Lost,’ in Helmstadter, R. J. (ed) 
Victorian Faith in Crisis: Essays on Continuity and Change in Nineteenth-Century Religious Belief, 
Stanford: Stanford University Press (1990) pp. 9-38.
3   See, e.g., Cannon, S.F. Science in Culture: The Early Victorian Period, New York: Science History 
Publications (1987). More recently, Stanley, M. Huxley’s Church and Maxwell’s Demon: From The-
istic Science to Naturalistic Science, Chicago: University of Chicago Press (2015). See a summary 
of these ideas in Stanley’s ‘God and the Uniformity of Nature: The Case of Nineteenth-Century 
Physics,’ in Harrison, P. and Roberts, J.H.(eds) Science without God?: Rethinking the History of 
Scientific Naturalism, Oxford: Oxford University Press (2019) pp. 98-110.
4   John Hedley Brooke, in his classic Science and Religion: Some Historical Perspectives, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press (1991), very briefly discussed ‘the wider context of biblical 
criticism,’ but did not sufficiently show the connection and influence of biblical criticism on 
leading figures of the Victorian science and religion debate (pp. 357-73).
5   See Desmond, A. and Moore, J. Darwin: The Life of a Tormented Evolutionist, New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company (1994) p. 216.
6   See the exception in the recent volume Ungureanu, J.C. Science, Religion, and the Protestant 
Tradition: Retracing the Origins of Conflict, Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh University Press (2019).
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As I will argue here, it is, in fact, untenable to read Draper and White and not 
consider their debt to historical-critical scholarship. This is especially true in 
reading White’s magnum opus. In his last and longest chapter in A History of 
the Warfare, for instance, White describes in vivid detail the ‘laws governing 
the evolution of sacred literature,’ offering essentially what biblical scholar 
and theologian Hans Frei put in another context, ‘an analysis of analyses of the 
Bible.’7

But there is some irony here, for early biblical criticism was not anti-religious 
in origin or character. It was born out of a desire to reform religion rather than 
oppose it. The founders of the discipline saw themselves as challenging the 
cultural authority of institutional religion rather than seeking to undermine it. 
Criticism of the Bible originated in the opposition between church dogma and 
the new liberal political philosophy of emergent modern Europe. Indeed, while 
its proponents claimed that historical-critical scholarship was neutral and ob-
jective, this was not always the case.8 Moreover, while its history predates the 
Protestant Reformation, a link between biblical criticism and a particular kind 
of Protestantism quickly formed. Many early champions of historical-critical 
scholarship applied the Protestant critique of the Roman Catholic Church to 
biblical studies, arguing that tradition had corrupted the original, simple, and 
pure message of Jesus and the apostles. As a result, consciously or uncon-
sciously, many scholars began to view the Bible as a fully human product, and 
began to study it as they would any other ancient text. This naturalistic expla-
nation of the origins of religion was combined with an evolutionary conception 
of history, which led many to a concerted effort to uncover the original message 
of Jesus as separate from church tradition.

This allegedly ‘pious’ motivation for criticism of the Bible was prevalent 
among Darwin’s supporters. It is in this sense that I think many have mis-
understood the very nature of the ‘conflict’ during the Victorian period. For 
instance, all three of the most important figures in nineteenth-century scien-
tific naturalism, Huxley, Tyndall, and Spencer, in fact denied that there is any 
conflict between ‘science and religion.’ Perhaps more than any other historian, 
Bernard Lightman has revealed the nuances in the ‘theology’ of these Victorian 
agnostics.9 Even Draper and White, who are often criticized by historians of sci-

7   Frei, H.W. The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century 
Hermeneutics, New Haven: Yale University Press (1974) p. vii.
8   See, e.g., the standard studies by Kümmel, W.G. The New Testament: The History of the In-
vestigation of its Problems, Nashville: Abingdon Press (1972); Reventlow, H.G. The Authority of 
the Bible and the Rise of the Modern World, Philadephia: Fortress Press (1985); and Baird, W. 
History of New Testament Research, 3 vols. Minneapolis: Fortress Press (1992-2013). See also 
the shorter but helpful study by Harrsville R.A. and Sundberg, W. The Bible in Modern Culture: 
Baruch Spinoza to Brevard Childs, 2nd ed. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans (2002).
9   Lightman, B. The Origins of Agnosticism: Victorian Unbelief and the Limits of Knowledge, 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press (1987). See also more recently, ‘The Theology of 
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ence, rebuffed the idea that there is a conflict between ‘science and religion.’10 
What I want to emphasize here is that historical-critical scholarship played a 
crucial role in how all of these thinkers redefined ‘religion,’ and how in turn 
they attempted to reconcile the relationship between science and religion at 
the end of the century. As William Robertson Nicoll (1851-1923), a Scottish 
Free Church minister, pointed out in an 1887 article in the Nonconformist Brit-
ish Weekly, the real battle of the time was not with evolution or science, but 
with biblical criticism.11 Indeed, the impact of biblical criticism on nineteenth 
century ‘conflict’ theorists was not only pervasive but decisive. By revealing 
the influence of biblical criticism on the alleged founders of the ‘conflict thesis,’ 
we can gain a deeper understanding of the relationship between science and 
religion at the end of the nineteenth century, and therefore better prepared to 
understand why such narratives continue to be perpetuated today.

The Leader and the ‘New Reformation’
In late February of 1861, banker, liberal politician, and scientific naturalist 

Sir John Lubbock (1834-1913) began circulating a ‘Scientists’ Testimonial,’ a 
document addressed to Anglican Broad Churchman Frederick Temple (1821-
1902), one of the contributors to the controversial Essays and Reviews, which 
was published the previous year in 1860. The Essays and Reviews were a col-
lection of seven essays written by English clergymen and a layman that ques-
tioned various doctrines of traditional Christian belief. Despite its seemingly 
innocuous title, the book brought the full impact of historical-critical scholar-
ship to England, which provoked one of the greatest religious controversies of 
the Victorian period.12 The ‘Scientists’ Testimonial’ was created to support the 
essayists in their cause for ‘liberal opinion,’ ‘honest inquiry,’ and ‘freedom of 
thought.’ Many prominent men of science, including Charles Darwin, Charles 
Lyell, and William Spottiswoode, among others, enlisted their names in sup-
port of Lubbock’s cause. While the signers did not commit themselves to any 
particular conclusion, they did wish to express ‘our sense of the value which is 

Victorian Scientific Naturalists,’ in Harrison, P. and Roberts, J.H. (eds), Science Without God?: 
Rethinking the History of Scientific Naturalism, Oxford: Oxford University Press (2019) pp. 
236-54; and ‘The Nineteenth-Century Origins of the Problem: Naturalistic Metaphysics and the 
Dead Ends of Victorian Theology,’ in Harrison, P., Milbank,J. and Tyson P. (eds), After Science and 
Religion: Fresh Perspectives from Philosophy and Theology, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press (2022) pp. 34-58.
10   See Ungureanu,J.C. Science, Religion, and the Protestant Tradition, esp. pp. 22-66, 67-103.
11   ‘The Coming Battle,’ British Weekly (12 Aug, 1887): 225.
12   See Ellis, I. Seven against Christ: A Study of ‘Essays and Reviews,’ Leiden: Brill (1980); 
Altholz, J. L. Anatomy of a Controversy: The Debate over ‘Essays and Reviews,’ 1860-1864, Alder-
shot: Scholar Press (1994); Shea, V. and Whitla, W. (eds.), Essays and Reviews: The 1860 text and 
its reading, Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia (2000).
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to be attached to enquiries conducted in the spirit so earnest and reverential, 
and our belief that such enquiries must tend to elicit truth, and to foster a spirit 
of sound religion.’ As men of science, the signers declared that they felt the dis-
coveries in science and the general progress of thought had necessitated some 
modification of the views generally held on theological matters. They thus 
welcomed attempts to establish religious teaching on a ‘firmer and broader 
foundation.’13 Although the address was never published, this collective effort 
shows how men of science rallied in support of liberal churchmen promoting 
biblical criticism.

Many scientific naturalists have had a long-standing interest in biblical 
criticism and liberal theology. Huxley, Tyndall, and Spencer, for example, were 
avid readers of the Leader, a radical weekly newspaper that was published 
between 1850 and 1860.14 The Leader was edited by Chartist Thornton Leigh 
Hunt (1810-1873) and literary critic George Henry Lewes (1817-1878), and 
financially supported by liberal clergyman Edmund R. Larken (1809-1895). 
According to literary scholar Rosemary Ashton, the Leader promoted ‘a larger 
Christian liberalism than then existed.’15 Filling a gap between the arts-oriented 
Athenaeum and the more politically conservative Spectator, the Leader served 
as a record of radical causes and a forum of advanced opinion. Each title page of 
the weekly, for instance, began with a quote from Prussian explorer and natu-
ralist Alexander von Humboldt’s (1769-1859) multivolume Cosmos: A Sketch of 
a Physical Description of the Universe (1845-62):

The one Idea which History exhibits as evermore developing itself into 
greater distinctness is the Idea of Humanity—the noble endeavour to 
throw down all the barriers erected between men by prejudice and one-
sided views; and by setting aside the distinctions of Religion, Country, and 
Colour, to treat the whole Human race as one brotherhood, having one great 
object—the free development of our spiritual nature.16

Humboldt was an important figure in the German romantic movement, and 
his scientific works were both voluminous and controversial. Many readers 
were shocked by his refusal to refer to a Creator when discussing Creation. 
While he eschewed the language of natural theology, Humboldt nevertheless 
had a deep respect for the Bible, particularly the Old Testament, which he ad-
mired for its poetic love for nature.17 Humboldt was also grateful to Christianity 
for exercising ‘a favorable influence on the humanization of nations in their 

13   This document is quoted in full in Shea and Whitla, Essays and Reviews, pp. 657-59. 
14   See Francis, M. Herbert Spencer and the Invention of Modern Life, New York: Cornell Univer-
sity Press (2007) pp. 111-31.
15   See Ashton, R. G. H. Lewes: A Life, Oxford: Clarendon Press (1991) p. 88.
16   Leader (30 March, 1850) 1, no. 1, 1.
17   von Humboldt, A. Cosmos: A Sketch of a Physical Description of the Universe, vol 2, New York: 
Harper & Brothers (1877) pp. 57-60.
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morals, manners, and institutions.’18

As many historians have pointed out, Humboldt was known for more than 
just his scientific discoveries.19 He not only helped remove God from the sci-
entific study of nature, but he also fashioned a heroic model of expeditionary 
science that combined personal narrative with an emphatic sense of quest for 
adventure. This appealed greatly to the editors of the Leader. They acclaimed 
Humboldt’s inchoate ‘developmental’ view of the spiritual progress of man, 
even using it as a weapon against radical materialists who promoted a godless 
universe. His vision of nature as a unified, dynamic whole, from the smallest 
microbe to the largest forest, a ‘net-like intricate fabric’ of ‘never-ending ac-
tivity,’ is now part of our own holistic view of ecology. To be sure, Humboldt 
rejected institutional religion and was more willing than earlier generations 
to explain the natural world without reference to God; but he nevertheless 
affirmed the spiritual and aesthetic motivations of his work. It’s worth noth-
ing, as Robert Richards has shown, that Humboldt’s view of the natural world 
deeply influenced Darwin.20

Obviously, then, the contents of the Leader were not necessarily atheistic. 
The editors of the weekly spoke of a ‘New Reformation’ in religion, one that 
would bring humanity one step closer to fulfilling the Protestant Reformation 
of the sixteenth century.21 They proclaimed their hope that this new Reforma-
tion would ‘restore religion to its proper function.’ But the new Reformation 
would go beyond Luther by offering ‘absolute freedom,’ giving every soul ‘the 
sacred privilege of its own convictions.’ In a revealing editorial, the Leader pre-
sented readers with their own history of the progress of religion. They agreed 
that Catholicism was a grand, colossal system but nevertheless representative 
of only ‘one phase of our social transformation.’ Protestantism likewise was 
simply another agent in the progress of civilization. But unlike Catholics, Prot-
estants have ‘democratized Religion; it has declared that every human soul has 
the sacred right to freedom; it has wrested authority from the Church to rear 
that authority upon Convictions.’22

18   Humboldt, Cosmos, p. 199.
19   See Rupke, N. Alexander von Humboldt: A Metabiography, Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang 
(2005).
20   Richards R.J. and Ruse, M. Debating Darwin, Chicago: University of Chicago Press (2016) 
esp. pp. 83-150. See also Richards, R.J. The Romantic Conception of Life: Science and Philosophy 
in the Age of Goethe, Chicago: University of Chicago Press (2002).
21   On the pervasive concept of the ‘New Reformation’ among nineteenth-century dissident 
intellectuals, see Ungureanu, J.C. ‘Science, Religion and the ‘New Reformation’ of the Nineteenth 
Century,’ Science & Christian Belief (2019) 31, 46-61.
22   ‘The New Reformation,’ Leader (27 Apr, 1850) 1, no. 5, 105-106. See also ‘The Progress of 
the New Reformation,’ Leader (11 May, 1850) no. 1, no. 7, 153; and ‘Social Reform,’ Leader (10 
Aug, 1850) no. 1, no. 20, 469-70
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It is essential to point out that both Lewes and Hunt saw themselves as part 
of a new era—a ‘positive age’ that was leaving behind all ‘theological’ and ‘met-
aphysical’ superstitions. The Leader was thus a disciple of French philosopher 
Auguste Comte (1798-1857). They saw orthodox religion as outdated, and its 
theology as nothing more than superstition. They thought that only science 
could solve society’s practical problems, not established religion. Lewes had 
already applied this ‘positive’ approach in his Biographical History of Philoso-
phy, which he wrote in 1846. He praised Comte for his demand that all social 
questions be treated the same way as other scientific questions.23

As a movement of protest, the Leader was very interested in using historical-
critical approaches to study the Bible and early Christianity. According to one 
editorial, we are now entering a time of ‘free inquiry’ into both nature and 
Scripture. Rationalism is seen as a natural result of Protestantism, with the di-
visions among Protestants making the Bible an open question. Despite this, ra-
tionalists and skeptics are helping to usher in a new era of reformation where 
people will be free to think and express themselves without fear of hypocrisy 
or compromise. The divisions of Protestantism made the Bible an open ques-
tion. In fact, Protestantism has already dealt a death blow to dogmatism by 
making private judgment sacred. The Leader believes that true Protestantism 
would involve scholars working to determine not just what the words mean, 
but what the writers intended.24 The Leader thus called for a new edition of the 
Bible by ‘scholars whose only purpose shall be to find out, not what the words 
may mean, but what the writers meant.’25

To this end, in its pages the editors of the Leader promoted the work of such 
scholars. In its decade-long run, the Leader published numerous articles and 
reviews of dissident intellectuals, including Robert William Mackay (1803-
1882), Francis William Newman (1805-1897), William R. Greg (1809-1881), 
and Charles Hennell (1809-1850), among others. Newman, the younger broth-
er of Cardinal Newman, became the Leader’s hero of religion. His spiritual au-
tobiography Phases of Faith, first published in 1850, which chronicled his break 
with orthodox Christianity, was discussed extensively throughout the Leader. 
Newman’s religion of ‘pure light’ became the new gospel for the editors, and 
the basis of the ‘new Reformation.’26

Mackay was a philosopher and theologian who associated with radical pub-
lisher John Chapman (1821-1894) and was influenced by the Tübingen School 
of Theology. He published several works, including The Progress of the Intellect, 

23   See Lewes, G.H. The Biographical History of Philosophy, New York: D. Appleton & Co. (1875), 
pp. 776-88.
24   ‘Protestantism Versus Luther and the Pope,’ Leader (30 Nov, 1850) 1, no. 36, 850.
25   ‘Mackay’s Progress of the Intellect,’ Leader (10 Aug, 1850) 1, no. 20, 471-73, on 473.
26   These ran in the Leader from 18 May, 1850 to 29 June, 1850.
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as exemplified in the religious development of the Greeks and Hebrews (1850), A 
Sketch of the Rise and Progress of Christianity (1853), and The Tübingen school 
and its antecedents (1863). He was in fact one of the earliest writers to intro-
duce German historical criticism to an English audience. Perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, Mackay believed that ‘the hypothesis of miracle has lost its usefulness.’ 
Mackay believed that miracles were inconsistent with the order of a perfect 
government. A ‘perfect and immutable being,’ he contended, ‘cannot break his 
own laws, or be at variance with himself.’ Thus notions of miracles should be 
replaced with the belief in the perfection and uniformity of natural law. Seen in 
this way, Mackay believed that ‘religion and science are inseparable,’ if by ‘reli-
gion’ we mean ‘ascension mentis in Deum per scala creatarum rerum, the evolv-
ing grounds of hope, faith, and duty from the known laws of our being and the 
constitution of the universe.’ In the final analysis, Mackay concluded, historical 
Christianity must be replaced with a new and more rational religion.27 The 
reviewer for the Leader lauded Mackay for his ‘miraculous’ feat of research.28

Greg’s Creed of Christendom, written in 1851, similarly advocated for a more 
enlightened view of religion. Greg believed that science and theology need not 
be at odds with one another, as God had created a universe that was both mys-
terious and well-ordered. In fact, with the advancement of science came new-
found progress in theology. Religion, accordingly, was necessarily progressive, 
ever-changing because humanity itself was ever-changing.29 The Leader re-
ferred to Greg as a devout and practical writer, one of the ‘pioneers of the New 
Reformation.’ He was a leading opponent of ‘dogmatic theology,’ but should 
never be mistaken as an ‘anti-religious zealot.’ Instead, Greg represented a new 
kind of religious thinker, a new Reformer, one who recognized that ‘dogmatic 
Christianity’ is a ‘misnomer.’ The editors praised Greg for recognizing that 
Christianity was progressive, a ‘truth of which society is in urgent need.’30

The Leader also compared Greg’s Creed of Christendom favorably to Hen-
nell’s earlier Inquiry Concerning the Origins of Christianity (1838). Raised in a 
Unitarian household, Hennell came to the conclusion that the Bible should be 
approached like any other book. Nevertheless, he continued to view Christian-
ity as ‘the purest form yet existing of natural religion,’ which he also wrote at 
length in his Christian Theism (1839). In his Inquiry, Hennell heaped generous 
praise upon Jesus and Christianity, and expressed the hope that his position 
could be construed as within the faith rather than without.31 Reverent in spirit, 

27   Mackay, R. W. The Progress of the Intellect, As Exemplified in the Religious Development of the 
Greeks and Hebrews, 2 vols. London: John Chapman (1850) vol. 1, pp. 20, 22, 40.
28   ‘Mackay’s Progress of the Intellect,’ Leader (10 Aug, 1850) 1, no. 20, 471-73.
29   Greg, W. R. The Creed of Christendom, London: John Chapman (1851) pp. viii-xvii, 192.
30   ‘The Creed of Christendom,’ Leader (20 Sept, 1851) 2, no. 78, 897-99.
31   Hennell, C.C. An Inquiry Concerning the Origin of Christianity, London: T. Allman (1838) pp. 
vi-vii.
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the Leader congratulated Hennell for ascertaining ‘how far the popular idea of 
Christianity will sustain the test of impartial criticism.’32 

German Protestant historians and early biblical critics greatly influenced 
all these writers and more. ‘The German theological professors,’ the editors 
of the Leader wrote, ‘are proverbially prodigies of learning.’ ‘The eighteenth 
century was the era of demolition…to destroy superstition, to uproot dogmatic 
religion, to democratize Government, to rebel against class legislation, and 
protest in all shapes and in all places against whatever was arbitrary.’33German 
scholars such as Friedrich Christoph Schlosser (1776-1861), Karl Gottlieb 
Bretschneider (1776-1848), Augustus Neander (1789-1850), and Friedrich D. 
E. Schleiermacher (1768-1834) were extolled in its pages as among the high-
est ‘religious teachers and reformers’ of the century. In reviewing the English 
translation of Bretschneider’s (1776-1848) A Manual of Religion and of the His-
tory of the Christian Church (1857), the Leader declared that in Germany ‘there 
is a greater degree of liberality’ on questions of theology.34 The Leader also 
praised Neander’s Dogmengeschichte, or ‘Lectures on the History of Christian 
Dogmas.’ Its editors were glad English readers could now ‘participate in the 
advantages to be derived from a perusal of works which earned for themselves 
a wide-spread European reputation.’35 And, again, unsurprisingly, the Leader 
promoted the English translation of the ‘Life and Letters’ of Schleiermacher. 
According to the editors, Schleiermacher ‘roused the indifferent and sceptical 
by appealing directly to the true religious sentiment within us as the source of 
piety to God and love to man.’ Indeed, the German pastor ‘stands high among 
religious teachers and reformers.’36

It should come as no surprise, then, that the Leader also praised the Ameri-
can ‘New Theology’ movement, led by figures such as Horace Bushnell (1802-
1876) and Theodore Parker (1810-1860).37 The pervading character of this 
movement, the editors observed, is a ‘protest more or less vigorously against 
the principle of religious dogmatism.’ Bushnell was a champion of a ‘freer 
theology,’ while Parker presented a ‘religion for our age.’ The Leader reviewed 
Bushnell’s God in Christ (1850), which sought to demonstrate that language 
is in its nature imperfect, that ‘all dogmatism must partake of the crude and 
imperfect character of the vehicle, and, therefore, is of less authority than is 

32   ‘The Creed of Christendom,’ p. 899.
33   ‘Schlosser’s History of the Eighteenth Century,’ Leader (11 Jan, 1851) 2, no. 42, 39-40.
34   ‘German Protestantism,’ Leader (28 Feb, 1857) 8, no. 362, 211.
35   ‘Lectures on Christian Dogmas,’ Leader (29 Jan, 1859)  10, no. 462, 141-42.
36   ‘A German Pastor,’ Leader (18 Feb, 1860) 11, no. 517, 164-65.
37   On American ‘New Theology,’ see, e.g., Hutchison, W.R. The Modernist Impulse in American 
Protestantism, Durham: Duke University Press (1992) and Dorrien, G. The Making of American 
Liberal Theology: Imagining Progressive Religion, 1805 – 1900, Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox Press (2001).
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commonly conceded to it.’ This led the editors to proclaim that ‘religion can-
not be written or spoken in words,’ but rather is an emotional, imaginative, 
purely aesthetic element of human nature. The editors admit, however, that 
many might accuse Bushnell of the ‘vaguest mysticism.’ But they countered, 
‘the highest minds have a faith beyond all dogmatic expression.’ Is not religion, 
they asked, ‘itself in any and every sense essentially both idealistic and mysti-
cal to every human soul that has every truly thirsted for the waters of life?’ 
The editors of the Leader were no doubt favorably inclined to Bushnell in his 
contention that ‘God is preparing the introduction at last of some new religious 
era.’ They concluded that Bushnell encourages a ‘freer interpretation to the 
sacred writings, by utterly abandoning the doctrinal system in which they are 
at present confined.’38

The editors of the Leader discovered a ‘religion for our age’ in the writings 
of Parker. In their review of Parker’s sermons, the Leader took another oppor-
tunity to express ‘a few words in the more positive direction of our religious 
views.’ Like Parker, they wished to ‘cast aside as false or obstructive everything 
but the central ideas of Christianity.’ For the Leader, the man who pursues truth, 
justice, and love, loves God. In this way, men of science and even skeptics may 
have, as Parker put it, an ‘unconscious piety.’ Indeed, the more a person follows 
truth, justice, and love, the more religious they are. Moreover, in studying the 
‘facts of nature,’ the man of science studies ‘the thought of God, for in the world 
of realities a fact is the direct speech of God.’ In this sense, ‘Science is eminently 
religious.’ Christianity, the Leader argued, is ‘not a belief in the “evidences” of 
his having lived, and done, and said, such and such things’ but rather ‘belief in 
Christ.’39

The Reader and the ‘Liberal Alliance’
The Leader ultimately folded in 1860, gradually declining in interest against 

so many other competing weeklies of the period. However, the scientific natu-
ralists were so impressed by its content that when they took over the liter-
ary journal the Reader in 1864, they adopted a similar approach. The Reader, 
which would eventually transform into the scientific journal Nature,40 had a 
unique blend of literary traditions: scientific, religious, and social criticism. 
Interestingly, and perhaps most striking to modern eyes, was its dedication to 
publishing reviews and essays on the latest biblical scholarship. Established in 

38   ‘Bushnell’s Three Discourses,’ Leader, (13 Jul, 1850) 1, no. 16, 376; (27 Jul, 1850) 1, no. 18, 
424-25. 
39   ‘The Religion for Our Age,’ Leader (29 Jan, 1853) 4, no. 149, 111-12; (5 Feb, 1853) 4, no. 
150, 139-40; and (26 Feb, 1853) 4, no. 153, 211-12.
40   See Baldwin, M. Making ‘Nature’: The History of a Scientific Journal, Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press (2015).
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1863 by the Christian socialists J. M. Ludlow (1821-1911) and Thomas Hughes 
(1832-1917), along with astronomer Joseph Norman Lockyer (1836-1920), 
who were themselves all inspired by the writings of Broad Churchman Fred-
erick D. Maurice (1805-1872), the Reader was soon acquired by the ‘young 
guard’ of scientific naturalism.41 Indeed, beginning in 1864, Huxley and Tyndall 
started serving as its science editors, and Spencer became responsible for its 
content on philosophy, psychology, and theology.42 Despite this takeover, the 
Reader remained a ‘liberal alliance,’ according to historian Ruth Barton.43

In its pages, for example, the Reader heaped praises on the controversial 
Essays and Reviews (1860). It was proclaimed as ushering in a ‘new theology.’44 
Moreover, Edward V. Neale (1810-1892), a prominent Christian socialist who 
was also influenced by Maurice, also reviewed several critical pamphlets 
against John William Colenso’s (1814-1883) The Pentateuch and the Book of 
Joshua Critically Examined (1862), which was, perhaps unsurprisingly, dedi-
cated to Maurice. Colenso, who was Bishop of Natal in South Africa, argued that 
‘very considerable portions of the Mosaic narrative’ are ‘unhistorical,’ including 
the whole account of the Exodus.45 According to a later contemporary, Colenso’s 
book was the first thoroughgoing attempt to introduce modern biblical criti-
cism in British society.46 In the Pentateuch, Colenso challenged conventional 
beliefs by using statistical analysis to question the logistical requirements for 
the wilderness experience of the Israelites. He concluded that it was impossible 
to accept the Old Testament as a divinely inspired account of history. Colenso 
presented his work as a labor on behalf of the cause of ‘Truth,’ as revealed by 
scientific investigation. He felt that science would revolutionize the Church of 
England. According to Colenso, science was ‘God’s precious gift,’ and therefore 
called on theologians to accept the wave of new knowledge rather than resist 
it.47 He even told his friends that he wished to form a scientific society, like one 
might have for geology or astronomy, for the scientific study of the origin and 

41   On the ‘Christian Socialists,’ see Norman, E. The Victorian Christian Socialists, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press (1987).
42   Pollock, F. Personal Remembrances, 2 vols. London: Macmillan and Co. (1887), vol. 2, pp. 
128-33. See also Pearson, K. Life and Letters and Labours of Francis Galton, 3 vols. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 19-14-30), vol 2, pp. 67-69 (1924).
43   Barton, R. The X Club: Power and Authority in Victorian Science, Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press (2018) p. 202.
44   ‘The Edinburgh and the Quarterly on the New Theology,’ Reader (July 30, 1864) 4, no. 83, 
123-24.
45   Colenso, J.W. The Pentateuch and Book of Joshua Critically Examined, vol. 1, London: Long-
man, Green, Longman, Roberts, & Green (1862), pp. xvii, xix.
46   Cheyne, T.K. Founders of Old Testament Criticism: Biographical, Descriptive, and Critical 
Studies, London: Methuen & Co. )1893) p. 196.
47   Colenso, The Pentateuch, vol. 4, London: Longman, Green, Longman, Roberts, & Green 
(1863) p. 303.
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history of all religions.48 For his efforts, Colenso not only received invitations 
to the London Athenaeum Club, but was also a guest to many of the X Club 
dinners, which was a group of eminent scientists and long-time friends with a 
common devotion to science, pure and free, untrammeled by religious dogma. 
The X Club, unsurprisingly, boasted the membership of Huxley, Spencer, Tyn-
dall, and others.49

In responding to critics of Colenso, the Reader asked if religious belief could 
survive critical inquiry. Despite being assailed by critics, Colenso has already 
provided an answer to this question. According to Neale, the foundation of 
faith should not be built on the ‘hollow props’ of ‘infallibility.’ The Church was 
established not on infallibility but the ‘Spirit of Christ,’ which is the ‘perfect 
law of liberty,’ he wrote. This foundation, he contended, is impervious to any 
criticism. No matter how much criticism it faces, this ‘higher knowledge’ can-
not be undermined. Neale believed that instead of using Scripture to prove 
that God can override nature, they should be used to demonstrate that He can 
and does employ all natural powers, including the powers of human nature, to 
achieve ends that are higher than natural powers alone could achieve. In this 
way, Neale argued that ‘every work of human art is supernatural,’ including the 
art of science.50

Neale also reviewed Mackay’s Tübingen School and its Antecedents (1863) 
for the Reader. Mackay’s book gave Neale another opportunity to discuss the 
‘controversy now raging’ over the criticism of Scripture. English theologians, 
Neale wrote, ‘build their religious confidence upon the words of the Bible.’ 
But this is a mistake. Before the canonical books, there was the ‘Spirit’ of God. 
Christian belief, as Mackay observed, must rest ‘not on a doctrine but a life.’51 
The later Church developed doctrines and statements ‘unknown either to the 
Scriptures or the earlier fathers,’ according to Neale. The ‘conclusions of critical 
criticism enable us to appeal, in evidence of the great truths of Christianity…, 
the whole course of thought at a great turning point in human history,’ setting 
us ‘free’ from the ‘oppression produced through…the teaching in the theology 
of Rome.’ ‘If the foundation goes, the building must fall,’ Neale averred.52

Later, John Llewelyn Davies (1826-1916), another Broad Churchman influ-
enced by Maurice, wrote that ‘it is evident that we are at the beginning of a con-

48   Cox, G. W. Life of John William Colenso, 2 vols, London (1888) vol.  pp. 234-37, 271. See also 
the collection of essays in. Draper, J.A. The Eye of the Storm: Bishop John William Colenso and the 
Crisis of Biblical Inspiration, London: T & T Clark International (2003).
49   Barton, The X Club, pp. 185-97.
50   ‘Bishop Colenso and His Critics: A Layman’s View,’ Reader (7 Feb, 1863) 1, no. 6, 139-40.
51   Mackay, R. W. The Tübingen School and its Antecedents: A Review of the History and Present 
Condition of Modern Theology, Edinburgh: Williams and Norgate (1863) p. 18.
52   ‘The Tübingen School,’ Reader (27 Jun, 1863) 1, no. 26, 624.
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siderable conflict between the prevalent opinion of the religious world and the 
discoveries of science.’ He noted that similar conflicts had arisen in the past, 
such as in the fields of astronomy and geology. In those instances, Davies felt 
that science had emerged victorious over religious opinion, and that, indeed, 
‘religious opinion was worsted.’ Despite this, Davies believed that these con-
troversies had actually served to strengthen faith, leading to a more elevated 
and refined belief system, a ‘higher and purer faith.’ Davies credited Maurice 
with embracing science as a valuable instrument for faith. According to Davies, 
Maurice had separated or ‘disengaged’ the Bible from any ‘subject for physical 
inquiry,’ recognizing that its true focus was on the ‘moral world.’ Davies saw 
Maurice as a figure who had successfully combined a ‘reverent faith in the Bible 
as a record of Divine Revelation with a fearless trust in the investigations of 
science.’53

The Reader also released two long notices on Dean of St. Paul Henry Hart 
Milman’s (1791-1868) new edition of History of the Jews, first published in 
three volumes in 1830 by John Murray in his ‘Family Library’ series. Held 
captive by German liberal theology, Milman depicted the Israelites as ‘more 
or less barbarians, alternately retrograding and improving.’54 Significantly, he 
approached the history of Christianity in a naturalistic manner, showcasing re-
ligion as adapting itself to human progress. According to the Reader, Milman’s 
approach to Jewish history, and in turn, Christian history, was similar to how 
Greek and Roman history were viewed. In the final analysis, Milman’s conclu-
sion showed that the ‘supernatural events scattered throughout the sacred 
books are the natural result, not of actual Divine intervention in the national af-
fairs, but of the interpretation put by the enthusiastic imagination of the people 
on the ordinary phenomena of life and nature.’55 Milman’s views thus aligned 
with other Broad Churchmen who aimed to make Christianity more acceptable 
in intellectual circles during the nineteenth century.

Like the Leader before it, the Reader praised American ‘new theologian’ 
Theodore Parker. As others have shown, Parker was instrumental in exposing 
New England to German biblical criticism.56 The Reader noted that Parker was 

53   ‘The Bible and Science: Dean Trench and Mr. Maurice,’ Reader (6 Jun, 1863), 1, no. 23, 549-
50. See also ‘Promotions of Dean Trench and Canon Stanley,’ Reader (14 Nov, 1863) 2, no. 46, 
559-60.
54   Milman, H.H. The History of the Jews. From the Earliest Period Down to Modern Times, 3 vols. 
London: John Murray (1863) vol. 1, p. xxxvi.
55   ‘Dean Milman’s History of the Jews,’ Reader (23 May), 1, no. 21, 496-98; (30 May, 1863), 1, 
no. 22, 520-21. See also ‘The History of the Jews,’ Reader (29 Dec, 1866) 7, no. 209, 1032-34.
56   See, e.g., Brown, J.W. The Rise of Biblical Criticism in America, 1800-1870, Middleton, CT: 
Wesleyan University press (1969) pp. 153-70; Dorrien, G. The Making of American Liberal 
Theology: Imagining Progressive Religion, 1805-1900, Louisville: Wesminster John Knox Press 
(2001) pp. 58-110.
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unique in his complete denial of a supernatural revelation, yet who still identi-
fied as a Christian. The Reader provided a brief description of Parker, calling him 
‘lively,’ a ‘vigorous thinker,’ an ‘eloquent speaker,’ and a ‘fearless man.’ Parker 
taught three main things: the infinite perfection of God, the relative perfection 
of human nature, and ‘natural religion,’ which was the natural ‘development of 
the feelings, the ideas, and the actions, of man.’57 This basic theism is present 
throughout his Collected Works, which the Reader also reviewed in 1865, prais-
ing Parker and others like him for ‘trying to lead others along the divine road 
which leads to perfect truth and perfect goodness.’58

Finally, it is worth noting that both the Leader59 and Reader60 celebrated the 
arrival of the naturalistic ‘lives of Jesus’ genre in the mid-nineteenth century, 
which aimed to portray Jesus of Nazareth as simply human. Both weeklies 
commented on numerous biographies of Christ, including Das Leben Jesu 
(1835) by David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874), La Vie de Jésus (1863) by Jo-
seph Ernest Renan (1823-1892), and Ecce Homo: A Survey of the Life and Work 
of Jesus (1865), published anonymously by John Robert Seeley (1834-1895), 
among others.61 Although there is not enough space here to examine the topic 
of the Jesus of Victorian scientific naturalism, it is clear that many in this group 
believed Jesus was merely a wise teacher.62 But as German theologian Martin 
Kähler famously contented at the end of the century in his Der sogenannte his-
torische Jesus und der geschichtliche, biblische Christus (1892), the ‘historical Je-
sus’ of modern authors is a figment of their imagination, and in direct contrast 
to the ‘historic Christ.’63 Thus while professing ‘religion,’ both weeklies and the 
writers they supported combined a reverence for science, an evolutionary in-
terpretation of history, political radicalism, and a new religious reformation.

57   ‘Life of Theodore Parker,’ Reader (2 Jan, 1864), 3, no. 53, 4-5.
58   ‘Theodore Parker,’ Reader (2 Sept, 1865) 6, no. 140, 252-53.
59   See, e.g.: ‘Neander’s Life of Christ,’ Leader (8 Feb, 1851) 2, no. 46, 128-30; and ‘Jesus Christ,’ 
Leader (13 Nov, 1860) 9, no. 451, 1221-22. 
60   See, e.g.: ‘Renan’s ‘Life of Jesus,’ Reader (18 Jul, 1863) 2, no. 29, 52-54; ‘The Strasburg School 
of Theology,’ Reader (3 Sept, 1864) 4, no. 88, 287; ‘Life of Christ,’ Reader (30 Sept, 1865) 6, no. 
144, 367-68; ‘Strauss’ Life of Jesus,’ Reader (25 Nov, 1865), 6, no. 152, 590-91; ‘Ecce Homo,’ 
Reader, (13 Jan, 1866) 13, no. 159, 33-34; ‘De Pressense’s Christ,’ Reader (24 Mar, 1866) 7, no. 
169, 295-96; and ‘Renan’s Apostles,’ Reader (5 May, 1866) 7, 175 437.
61   On the ‘lives of Jesus’ genre, see, e.g., Stevens, J. The Historical Jesus and the Literary Im-
agination, 1860-1920, Liverpool University Press (2010); Pals, D.L. The Victorian ‘Lives’ of Jesus, 
San Antonio, TX: Trinity University Press (1982); and Hesketh, I. Victorian Jesus: J. R. Seeley, Re-
ligion, and the Cultural Significance of Anonymity, Toronto: University of Toronto Press (2017).
62   See, e.g., Thornton Hunt, ‘Social Reform,’ Leader (17 Aug, 1850) 1, no. 21, 493-94.
63   Kähler, M. The So-Called Historical Jesus and the Historic, Biblical Christ, trans. Braaten, C.E., 
Philadelphia: Fortress Press (1964). For those wishing to explore this topic in more detail, see 
the recent work of Brown, C. and Evans, C.A. A History of the Quests for the Historical Jesus: 
From the Beginnings of Christianity to the End of World War II, 2 vols. Grand Rapids: Zondervan 
(2022).
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The Bible of Scientific Naturalism
While much more can be said about the Leader and the Reader, it should 

now be clear that the scientific naturalists were well-informed about the lat-
est and greatest in historical-critical scholarship. One example that stands out 
is Thomas H. Huxley, who, contrary to popular belief, was more of a literary 
man than a scientific one, as G. K. Chesterton once quipped.64 In fact, he grew 
up in a strict ‘evangelical’ household65 and had a deep love for the Bible as a 
child.66 Despite later becoming an agnostic, Huxley continued to recognize the 
importance of the Bible in Victorian society, even arguing for its continued use 
in state schools.67 

In the 1880s, Huxley seemingly abandoned scientific research altogether 
and embarked on a late second career as a biblical critic. He had even intended 
to write and deliver lectures on the Bible specifically for the working-class.68 
Biblical criticism, as historian Adrian Desmond put it, became Huxley’s cheval 
de bataille.69 In fact, in 1884 Huxley told his colleague, English physiologist Mi-
chael Foster, that ‘I am principally occupied in studying the Gospels.’70 Biblical 
studies thus dominated his thoughts and writing from 1885 until his death a 
decade later. 

While he never completed his ambitious ‘lectures on the Bible,’ Huxley did 
write a series of interconnected and complimentary essays on the topic, most 
of which were published in the Nineteenth Century magazine between 1885-
91. Incidentally, this is the period in which Huxley also expounded publicly 
what he meant by ‘agnosticism,’ in what ended up being a trilogy of articles: 
‘Agnosticism,’ ‘Agnosticism: A Rejoinder,’ and ‘Agnosticism and Christianity.’71 
In his attempt to explain how he came to coin the term ‘agnosticism,’ he also 
explores and discusses at length the synoptic problem in Gospel studies and 
other issues in biblical criticism.72 These essays and others were compiled in 

64   Chesterton, G. K. The Victorian Age in Literature, London: Williams and Norgate (1913) p. 
39.
65   Huxley, T.H. Essays upon some Controverted Questions, London: Macmillan and Co. (1892) 
p. 346.
66   Huxley, T.H. Collected Essays, Science and Education, vol. 3, London: Macmillan and Co. 
(1894), p. 213.
67   See discussion in Larsen, T. A People of One Book: The Bible and the Victorians, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press (2011) pp. 196-218.
68   Huxley, L. Life and Letters of Thomas Henry Huxley, 3 vols. London: Macmillan and Co. 
(1908), vol. 3, pp. 279-80.
69   Desmond, A. Huxley: From Devil’s Disciple to Evolution’s High Priest, Reading, MA: Helix 
Books (1997) p. 571.
70   Huxley, Life and Letters, vol. 2, p. 362.
71   Huxley, Essays Upon Some Controverted Questions, pp. 236-93; 317-49; and 350-90.
72   See Huxley, Essays Upon Some Controverted Questions, pp. 262ff.
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a massive 625-page volume entitled Essays Upon Some Controverted Questions 
(1892). As Desmond observed, ‘ironically, after a life of science, his biggest 
book was of biblical criticism.’73 

Furthermore, the prefaces and prologues to his Collected Essays (1892-94) 
also provide ample evidence of the influence of biblical criticism on Huxley’s 
mind. Indeed, at the very beginning of one volume, Huxley gives a long quote 
from Strauss’s later 1872 work, Der alte und der neue Glaube (‘The Old Faith 
and the New’), a lengthy treatise in which Strauss sought to demonstrate that 
Christian dogma were historical creations rather than divine truths. For Hux-
ley, Strauss ‘one of the protagonists of the New Reformation,’ and thus sees 
in him a kindred spirit.74 Huxley made it clear that his criticism was never to-
ward the Bible nor Christianity, but rather ‘ecclesiasticism.’75 Similarly, recall 
that Strauss’ basic assumption was that, in the Gospel narratives, whatever ‘is 
irreconcilable with the known and universal laws which govern the courses 
of events,’ then it would be false.76 Strauss thus knew that some events in the 
New Testament were not historical because he already knew that it is impos-
sible for God to have an immediate effect on the world. At the end of his Das 
Leben Jesu, moreover, in discussing his new Christology, Strauss proclaimed the 
deification of humanity as ‘the union of the two natures—God became man, 
the infinite manifesting itself in the finite, and the finite spirit remembering its 
infinitude.’77 Hints of Comte’s ‘Religion of Humanity’ should be obvious. 

Interestingly enough, Huxley also contended, like Strauss, that the ‘logical 
development of Protestantism could not fail to lay the authority of the Scrip-
tures at the feet of Reason; and, in the hands of latitudinarian and rationalists 
theologians, the despotism of the Bible was rapidly converted into an extreme-
ly limited monarchy.’78 But Huxley was not a fan of the Lutherans, Calvinists, 
or Zwinglians. His hero was Erasmus, who was ‘essentially a theological whig,’ 
according to Huxley. ‘Erasmus was, at heart, neither Protestant nor Papist, but 
an “Independent Christian”…a sort of broad-church Voltaire.’ Huxley also noted 
that while many clergymen had initially rejected historical-criticism, most now 
have ‘consented to the proposals of that scientific criticism which the memo-
rialists renounce and denounce.’79 Again, despite all this criticism, Huxley re-

73   Desmond, Huxley, pp. 592-93.
74   Huxley, T.H. Collected Essays, Science and Christian Tradition, vol. 5 (London: Macmillan and 
Co., 1894), pp. v-vi.
75   Huxley, Science and Christian Tradition, p. vii.
76   Strauss, D.F. The Life of Jesus, Critically Examined, trans. Marian Evans, 2 vols. New York: 
Calvin Blanchard (1860) vol. 1, p. 71.
77   Ibid., vol. 2, p. 895.
78   Huxley, Science and Christian Tradition, p. 11.
79   Huxley, Science and Christian Tradition, p. 26.
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jected the idea that the Bible should be tossed ‘aside as so much waste paper.’80 
For a layman with no formal education in theology, Huxley demonstrates a 
surprisingly informed knowledge not only of New Testament studies but also 
the Biblical criticism of his time.81

The History of the ‘Scientific Interpretation’ of the Bible
While a more detailed study will no doubt issue more dividends, in the re-

mainder of this essay I want focus on the writings of Cornell University Presi-
dent Andrew Dickson White, which definitively shows how biblical criticism 
played a central role in his narrative of the ‘warfare’ between science and theol-
ogy. In the final section of his A History of the Warfare of Science with Theology 
in Christendom, White sought to trace the history of the ‘scientific interpreta-
tion’ of the Bible, or what he also described as the movement from ‘divine ora-
cles to the higher criticism.’ He begins by describing the ‘laws governing the 
evolution of sacred literature.’ Here explicitly refers to Comte’s social theory of 
‘Law of Wills and Causes,’ found in his Cours de Philosophie Positive (1830-42), 
and also translated and condensed into English in 1853 by Harriet Martineau 
(1802-1876), sister of famous Unitarian preacher James Martineau (1805-
1900). Comte believed that society passed through three stages. The first of 
these stages is the theological, in which the forces of nature are personified as 
gods; the second is the metaphysical, a transitional phase in which the gods are 
replaced by abstract entities and causes; and finally the scientific or positive 
stage, in which all the dynamics of nature and social are understood as con-
forming to the laws of nature.82 

Most historians of science claim that Draper adhered to Comte’s theory. 
However, Draper neither cites nor even alludes to Comte throughout any of his 
published writings.83 Indeed, his understanding of the ‘ages of man’ or human 
civilization is more Shakespearian than Comtean (the age of Infancy, Child-
hood, Youth, Manhood, Old Age, and Death).84 Indeed, the ‘ages of man’ motif 

80   Huxley, Science and Christian Tradition, p. 55.
81   For a more detailed examination of Huxley and other members of the X Club in relation to 
biblical criticism, see Ungureanu, J.C. ‘The ‘New Reformation’ of Scientific Naturalism,’ in Klev-
en, T.J. (ed), Faith and Reason in the Reformation, Lanham: Lexington Books (2022) pp. 179-202.
82   See Martineau, H. The Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comte, 2 vols. London: Kegan Paul, 
Trench, Trübner, & Co. (1893) vol. 1, pp. 1-14.
83   The one exception is his Human Physiology: Statical and Dynamical: The Conditions and 
Course of the Life of Man (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1856), where, in the Preface, he re-
ferred to the need of ‘Positive Science’ or ‘Positive Philosophy’ (v-vi). Even here he does not 
cite Comte, but rather adopts the sentiments of French priest and mineralogist René Just Haüy 
(1743-1822). Moreover, it is worth noting that Draper never again uses that phrase in any of 
his later publications.
84   See Ungurenau, Science, Religion, and the Protestant Tradition, p. 57. Cf. William Shake-
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predates Comte, and Draper had himself referred to Blaise Pascal’s (1623-62) 
view of ‘the entire succession of men, through the whole course of ages, must 
be regarded as one man, always living and incessantly learning.’85 Moreover, 
Broad Churchman Frederick Temple’s ‘colossal man’ discussion in his contri-
bution to the Essays and Reviews also bears striking resemblances to Draper’s 
own analogy.86 

When it comes to Draper’s understanding of biblical criticism, he relied 
almost exclusively on Oxford orientalist and Dean of Norwich Humphrey 
Prideaux (1648-1724), who connected the history of Israel with what was 
known about the history of Egypt and Mesopotamia from classical sources such 
as Herodotus and Xenophon. He also relied on German Lutheran Ernst Wilhelm 
Hengstenberg (1802-69), who, despite interpreting the Bible in strictly literal-
ist terms, nevertheless admitted that the Pentateuch was largely a redacted 
work. Draper also closely followed, perhaps unsurprisingly, John William Co-
lenso. This likely led Draper to the similar conclusion that the Pentateuch was 
‘not written until many hundred of years’ later, and that its ‘inconsistencies, 
incongruities, contradictions, and impossibilities, as exposed by many learned 
and pious moderns, both German and English,’ demonstrates that ‘no man may 
dare impute them to the inspiration of Almighty God.’87 

In his own narrative, White offered readers a more comprehensive history 
of biblical criticism. Unlike Draper, however, he explicitly references Comte’s 
tripartite theory, which he appropriates to his narrative of the evolution of the 
interpretation of Scripture. According to White, in the past, men explained eve-
rything by ‘miracle and nothing by law’ in the older interpretation. White con-
siders allegorical readings to have emerged when men reached ‘higher plans of 
civilization,’ which is central to his hermeneutical law of development. When 
literal interpretation clashed with new knowledge or progress in moral feeling, 
theologians took refuge in mystical or ‘oracular’ interpretations.88

As explained by White, biblical interpretation has evolved over time from 
being theological to being metaphysical to being empirical, or positivist. For 
centuries, the ‘oracular’ interpretation was the norm until the revival of learn-
ing in the fifteenth century brought about a change and undermined the old 

speare’s ‘The Seven Ages of Man’ in his 1599 comedy, As you Like It.
85   Draper, J.W. A History of the Intellectual Development of Europe, New York: Harper & Broth-
ers (1863) pp. 13-14.
86   For a more detailed discussion of the context of Draper’s ideas, see Ungureanu, J.C. ‘ “Your 
god is Too Small”: Retracing the Origins of Conflict between Science and Religion’, Theology and 
Science (2022), 20, 23-45. 
87   Draper, J.W. History of the Conflict between Religion and Science, New York: D. Appleton & 
Co. (1875) pp. 219-22.
88   Dickson White, A. A History of the Warfare of Science with Theology in Christendom, 2 vols. 
New York: D. Appleton & Co. (1896) esp. vol. 2, pp. 290-94
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interpretation of Scripture. Humanists Lorenzo Valla (1407-1457) and Desid-
erius Erasmus (1466-1536) were instrumental in bringing about this change. 
Valla, of course, was famous for debunking the ‘Donation of Constantine,’ which 
made the pope the feudal overlord of Europe. According to White, Valla embod-
ied the ‘spirit of modern criticism.’89 Erasmus, on the other hand, published the 
first printed Greek edition of the New Testament in 1516 and openly criticized 
dogmatic traditions. According to Erasmus, Scripture reveals multiple mean-
ings in this new age, and the conflict between old and new views has led to the 
‘thunders and lightnings’ that shake the world today.90 Erasmus’s rationalist 
biblical criticism has become an important tradition, and White sees him as a 
spokesperson for it.91

White goes on to list many other notable thinkers in history who have con-
tributed to what is now known as the ‘scientific interpretation’ of the Bible. 
Among them are figures such as Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), Isaac La Peyrère 
(1596-1676), Baruch de Spinoza (1632-1677), and Richard Simon (1638-
1712).92 In particular, Grotius’s 1625 work, ‘De jure belli ac pacis’ (On the Law 
of War and Peace), argued that all nations should be governed by laws ulti-
mately based on natural law. Grotius believed that natural law was unalterable 
and even asserted that God himself could not change it.93 Additionally, Grotius 
held that there are certain ideas that are common to all rational people and 
that these ideas can be discovered through reason, without recourse to theol-
ogy. In his 1640 book, ‘De veritate religionis christianae’ (The Truth of the Chris-
tian Religion), Grotius turned to the ‘laws of nature’ in an effort to prove the 
existence of God. He argued that evidence of God’s existence could be seen in 
creation, including the rise of nations and political events.94 As many scholars 
have recognized, Grotius was also a prolific exegete who challenged dominant 
views of biblical inspiration. 

During the Hague Peace Conference of 1899, White had the opportunity to 
visit the tomb of the Dutch statesman, who had long been a source of inspira-
tion for him. In fact, White went so far as to call the statesman an ‘object of 
idolatry.’95 In his book Seven Great Statesmen in the Warfare of Humanity with 
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Unreason (1910), which unfortunately has been largely overlooked by his-
torians of science, White devoted an entire chapter to Grotius. He wrote that 
during a century marked by religious and political conflict, Grotius emerged 
‘at a point in time to all appearance hopeless, at a point in space apparently 
defenseless, in a nation of which every man, woman, and child was under sen-
tence of death from its sovereign.’ Grotius, White wrote, was a remarkable man 
who worked tirelessly to redeem civilization from the main source of human 
misery. He developed the precepts of right reason in international law outside 
of Europe, made them heard, and gave a noble change to the course of human 
affairs. His ideas, reasoning, suggestions, and appeals created an environment 
in which humanity continued to evolve.96

Despite being a more controversial figure, White also held Spinoza in high 
regard for his views on the authorship of the Pentateuch. Remarkably, White 
believed that ‘in all the seventeenth century there was no man whom Jesus of 
Nazareth would have more deeply loved, and no life which he would have more 
warmly approved,’ than Spinoza.97 Spinoza believed that the Bible was merely 
a historical artifact with primitive views. He argued that it was impossible for 
any reasonable person to believe in biblical miracles, as science could poten-
tially explain every phenomenon. In his Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (1670), 
he went on to claim that the Hebrew Bible was a composite text with several 
versions, and therefore could not be the univocal Word of God. As Ernst Cas-
sirer and others have claimed, ‘the first attempt at a philosophical justification 
and foundation of Bible criticism’ was made by the Dutch-Jewish philosopher.98 

The history of the ‘scientific’ interpretation, as White explained, covers a 
broad range of perspectives. English deists and latitudinarian divines, French 
philosophes, and German mediating theologians and historians all made con-
tributions. Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-81), a German dramatist and 
philosopher, was a significant influence on White’s personal religious beliefs.99 
Mostly remembered for the publication of ‘Fragments of an Unknown’ by 
rationalist Hermann Samuel Reimarus, in which he argued that institutional 
Christianity was a fraud, Lessing also famously asserted that the teachings of 
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Christ teach an ‘inward truth’ that existed long before the Bible. According to 
Lessing, this inward truth can only be known through ‘spirit and power.’ In his 
book, Education of the Human Race, Lessing also argued that revelation was 
analogous to the education of a person from childhood to adulthood. The Old 
Testament was an ‘elementary primer’ in the education process, but as human-
kind matured, they sensed the inadequacy of the Old Testament. The New Tes-
tament represented a move towards ‘the time of a new eternal Gospel,’ the last 
age of man, the ‘time of perfection.’ As such, according to Lessing, no dogmatic 
creed is final, for religion is continually evolving. Those who do not allow for its 
growth fail to understand the very nature of ‘religion.’ Christianity was merely 
one stage in the process and would itself be surpassed by a higher form of 
religious consciousness.100

Friedrich D. E. Schleiermacher (1768-1834), considered one of the most 
important Protestant theologians of the nineteenth century, was another 
important theologian that greatly influenced White’s views. Schleiermacher 
believed in Herzreligion, or ‘heart religion,’ and created a ‘theology of feeling’ 
that aimed to reconcile Christianity with skeptical critiques. Schleiermacher 
emphasized the importance of personal experience and called on his readers to 
become aware of their innermost nature. He redefined religion as an immedi-
ate self-consciousness or feeling of absolute dependence on God, rather than 
as morality or knowledge. According to Schleiermacher, the essence of religion 
is neither thinking nor acting, but intuition and feeling. Thus at the root of 
Schleiermacher’s theological vision was the redefinition of religion. ‘Religion’s 
essence,’ he wrote, ‘is neither thinking nor acting, but intuition and feeling.’101

When White turns to the second-half of the nineteenth century, he immedi-
ately defends the liberal Anglican authors of the Essays and Reviews and espe-
cially Colenso and his Pentateuch.102 White believed that these thinkers were 
‘deeply religious,’ and saw Colenso as a righteous leader in his noble efforts 
to cut the Church loose from outdated interpretations of the Bible.103 Despite 
a historical understanding of the Bible taking hold during this time, White 
maintained that these critics were not generally hostile to religion. At the same 
time, the way these authors defined ‘religion’ often contrasted with traditional 
Christian orthodox beliefs, creating a new and intentionally constructed ‘deep 
religious’ sentiment that was distinct from traditional Christianity. 

Most historians of science have argued that White’s narrative is factually 
incorrect, which would mean that his ‘scientific’ interpretation of the Bible 

100   Chadwick, H. Lessing’s Theological Writings, London: Adam & Charles Black (1956) pp. 
82-98.
101   See Schleiermacher, F. On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers, trans. Crouter, R., 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1988) pp. 3-22.
102   White, A History of the Warfare, vol. 2, pp. 341-48.
103   White, A History of the Warfare, vol. 2, p. 355.



28 • Science & Christian Belief, Vol 36, No. 1

JAMES C. UNGUREANU

is also incorrect. However, this argument misses the point. The goal is not to 
debunk White’s work but to understand it within the context of its time. It is 
important to understand the motivations, inspirations, and impact of his work. 
The problem with criticism of White’s narrative is that not enough attention 
has been given to what type of document it is and its particular interests and 
goals. White—but also Draper and many other ‘co-founders’ of the ‘conflict 
thesis’—drew ideas from various thinkers, polemists, historians, theologians, 
and early biblical critics.

Conclusion
Near the end of the century, a writer for the politically liberal Speaker be-

lieved that:

[N]othing is more remarkable than the ubiquity of the question as to criti-
cism and the authority of the Scriptures. It is in all the Churches, and with 
impartial thoroughness vexes all. It puzzles the infallibility of Rome, breaks 
the unity of the High Anglicans, agitates the stern and unbending Presbyte-
rians, disturbs the peace of the Independents, invades the philosophic calm 
of those scientific and agnostic souls who are the jealous guardians of the 
truth and ever on the watch for the slips of men simple minded enough to 
be subtle.104

While biblical criticism was ‘everywhere,’ it was not necessarily anti-reli-
gious. As we have seen, many of the founders and champions of the discipline 
saw themselves as reformers of religion rather than its opponents. But how 
these reformers defined the new theology mattered a great deal. 

But the birth and rise of modern biblical criticism is extraordinarily com-
plicated. For instance, when Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, now Emeritus Pope 
Benedict XVI, spoke about the discipline of biblical studies in 1988, he empha-
sized the importance of examining its history to better understand its scholarly 
limits and often hidden philosophical presuppositions. While recognizing the 
positive impact of modern biblical criticism, Ratzinger also acknowledged that 
modern criticism is influenced by certain philosophical assumptions and con-
cerns that shape its historical methods and exegetical conclusions. Ratzinger 
further pointed out that although early modern critics claimed objectivity, 
scholars should follow Werner Heisenberg’s lesson about the experimenter’s 
role in the experiment—namely, that historical and literary scholars often 
projected their metaphysical biases, prejudices, and assumptions onto their 
exegetical work. Later, in his 2010 exhortation Verbum Domini, Pope Benedict 
XVI characterized modern biblical criticism as a ‘secularized hermeneutic.’105
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What I hope to have accomplished in this essay is a partial genealogical ac-
count of the advent of modern biblical criticism, underscoring, in particular, 
its intimate relationship to the Victorian conflict between science and religion. 
That is, one cannot understand the history of science nor the history of biblical 
interpretation without recognizing how the two have been deeply intertwined. 
This history can be traced even further back, for before there was a Hermann 
Reimarus, Gotthold Lessing, or David Strauss, there was a Copernicus, Kepler, 
Galileo, and Newton.106 Indeed, many of the central figures of the seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century scientific revolution were either influenced by or 
promoted incipient historical-critical scholarship of the Bible. In this sense, 
the rise of biblical criticism cannot be understood without the history of sci-
ence—and conversely.

To be sure, prior to the early modern period, a ‘scriptural Bible’ was inter-
preted by an array of exegetical traditions, as Michael Legaspi points out.107 
During the medieval period, scholars developed a set of traditions that become 
known as the quadruplex senses. This consisted of two senses (literal and 
spiritual) and three spiritual senses (typological, tropological, anagogical). 
However, with the advent of the Protestant Reformation, a more literal sense 
came to dominate. And as Peter Harrison has shown, this more literal sense 
coincided with the rise of modern science.108 And yet, this symbiotic relation-
ship transformed the Bible from a theological wellspring into a cultural and 
historical artifact from a dead civilization. Unsurprisingly, the transmutation of 
a religious text to a testament of customs, beliefs, and practices of the ancient 
world, what Jonathan Sheehan has aptly called the ‘enlightenment Bible,’ was 
achieved, in part, by early modern natural philosophers.109 This was particu-
larly the case in England, where there existed a long history of protest against 
Roman Catholicism and the Established Church. But again, as Frei noted long 
ago, while modern theology began in England at the turn of the seventeenth 
and eighteenth century, particularly among the English deists, these dissident 
intellectuals were neither atheists nor even agnostics but promoters of a more 
‘rational Christianity’ or ‘natural religion.’110 Sheehan has similarly observed 
that the history of ‘enlightened’ interpretations of the Bible were not an effort 
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to discard religion, but to ‘remake’ it.111

What I have emphasized here is the central role biblical criticism played in 
how nineteenth-century thinkers remade ‘religion,’ and, ultimately, how that, 
in turn, defined their understanding of the relationship between religion and 
science. The rise of biblical criticism was not an objectively neutral affair. It 
was ideologically driven. It was an attempt to interpret the Bible in a way that 
would be more compatible with a new, more ‘rational’ Christianity emerging 
in the century. This was clearly the case in the reviews and articles published 
in both the Leader and Reader journals mid-century. While both disclaimed 
atheism, they also rejected traditional, historical Christianity. And in their at-
tempt to defend a ‘New Reformation,’ the editors used and promoted the new 
discoveries in the natural sciences and biblical criticism.

We find this same combination of natural science and biblical criticism in 
the work of the scientific naturalists at the end of the nineteenth century, es-
pecially in the final published writings of Thomas H. Huxley. But more than 
any other proponent of the so-called ‘conflict thesis,’ Andrew Dickson White 
offered readers the most detailed survey of the ways in which biblical scholar-
ship had been read and understood from the formation of the Septuagint to the 
end of the nineteenth century. For White, modern ‘science,’ natural and histori-
cal, has acted powerfully to ‘dissolve away the theories and dogmas of the older 
interpretation.’ Thanks to ‘the labours, sacrifices, and even the martyrdom of 
a long succession of men of God,’ the Bible had been released from ‘a mass 
of entangling utterances,’ fruitless ‘wrangling interpretations,’ ‘fetichism, sub-
tlety, and pomp,’ and ‘everything which the Lord Jesus Christ most abhorred.’ 
According to White, our understanding of ‘sacred literature’ had grown under 
the ‘divine light which the various orbs of science’ provide, which has ‘done 
so much to bring into the mind and heart and soul of man…an exposition, not 
of temporary dogmas and observances, but of the Eternal Law of Righteous-
ness—the one upward path for individuals and for nations.’112

Whatever its shortcoming (and no doubt there are many), a careful read-
ing of White’s history of the ‘scientific interpretation’ of the Bible puts us in 
a better position to understand how men like him attempted to reconcile the 
growing sense of separation between reason and faith, science and religion. In 
short, if we are to make sense of the nineteenth-century ‘conflict thesis,’ what 
it was, what it is, and what it may still happen to be, we need to put nineteenth-
century narratives of science and religion within the larger history of the ori-
gins and rise of modern biblical criticism.
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