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THE THREE CRISES: SCIENCE, HISTORY,
AND PLURALITY

by Gregory R. Peterson

Abstract. Modern religions are confronted by three crises: the sci-
entific revolution, the historical revolution, and the pluralistic revo-
lution. The development of each of these diverse revolutions in
Western intellectual history has posed serious challenges to traditional
conceptions of religious authority. This paper seeks to briefly eluci-
date the nature of each of these revolutions and their significance for
religious traditions. While the specific challenges posed are separate,
the revolutions share common traits. Additionally, it is not enough
for a religious tradition to deal with only one of the crises; to proceed
into the next stage of religious reflection, it must deal with them all.

Keywords: historical revolution; pluralistic revolution; scientific
revolution.

There is an apocryphal story of the Muslim conquest of Alexandria. It is
said that when the Muslim general Amr asked the Caliph Umar what to do
with the famed library of Alexandria (which actually met its demise several
centuries earlier), the reply came, “If those books contained the same doc-
trine with the Qur’an, they could be of no use, since the Qur’an contained
all necessary truths; but if they contained anything contrary to that book,
they ought to be destroyed.” Either way, the books were to be burned.
This story, in and of itself, says nothing of Islam, which has its own rich
legacy of inquiry and literature. But it can be taken as a metaphor for the
situation that many religious believers find themselves in today. The Western
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religious traditions (and perhaps all religious traditions) can be said to be
in a state of crisis. By this I do not mean that they are facing an imminent
end or that religion, as many secular prophets have proclaimed, will soon
be discarded into the trash bin of history. What I do mean is that religion
is facing an intellectual crisis, and it is an intellectual crisis of authority.
Like the fictional Muslim conquerors, modern religious traditions are con-
fronted with the intellectually other, with authorities that exist outside the
religious tradition. Unlike the library of Alexandria, these authorities can-
not be burned, and, in all events, it would be foolish to do so. What then
are religious traditions to do?

My goal here is not so much to answer as to pose questions: What is this
crisis?  What are these authorities? Normally, we think in terms of #he
crisis of the modern period. Thus, the emergence of science is often taken
as the crisis posed to the existence of religion. I shall suggest, however, that
there are three crises. Each has taken the form of an intellectual revolu-
tion. While sharing some features, each crisis has posed and continues to
pose a separate challenge. The task is not to confront just one crisis. It is
to confront all three.

THE THREE CRISES EXAMINED

The three crises are the scientific revolution, the historical revolution, and
what I call the pluralistic revolution. The first two revolutions are not by
any means new; both are products of the Enlightenment. The pluralistic
revolution is largely a product of the twentieth century, although it too has
roots in the Enlightenment period. The consequences of all three are still
being worked out, not only in Western society but in non-Western socie-
ties as well. To many, the term crisis may seem a bit extreme. Many of us
in the religion-science dialogue think that, if we have not completely worked
out the problems posed by each of these revolutions, we have at least a
basic understanding of the problem as well as of where the answer lies.
While this may be so, I would suggest that very few of us indeed have
grasped all three of these crises satisfactorily. More important, the term
crisis seems hardly inappropriate when we turn to the world at large, where
science and religion are still seen as largely in conflict, where faith commu-
nities battle with historical approaches to sacred texts, and where many
faith traditions (and we can include secular traditions here) are intolerant
not only of differing traditions but of differences within their own tradition.

As we shall see, these three crises are interrelated, a fact that is often
overlooked. Scholars are sometimes wont to focus on a single issue and to
reduce complexities to that single issue. We are tempted to see the scien-
tific revolution as #be crisis of the modern period. Others are apt to see
history as #he crisis. Yet others think it is pluralism. But any solution that
treats only one neglects at its peril the other two. Any true solution must
address all three.
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Moreover, the crisis that each of these revolutions provokes is a crisis of
authority. More specifically, each provokes a crisis of epistemic and onto-
logical authority and does so in a novel way. Not only does each ask the
basic questions, “What is real?” (ontology) and “How do I know that?”
(epistemology), but it also forces us to ask, “Whom do I trust to answer
those questions?

The Crisis of the Scientific Revolution. The most popular mode of
presentation of the relation between science and religion remains the war-
fare model—this despite years of precise historical scholarship that has
shown the weakness of many of its historical presuppositions. Both young-
earth creationists and many atheists promulgate the conflict model in part
because it suits their respective agendas. Even a mainstream periodical
such as Newsweek cannot help but portray the Science and Spiritual Quest
conference except in terms of bucking the history of warfare (Begley 1998).

Three decades of solid historical research have built quite a different
picture. This research roots the warfare model not in the history itself but
in two popular apologetic works of the nineteenth century, one by John
Draper (1874) and the other by Andrew Dickson White (1896). These
works sought to portray science and religion as being continually in con-
flict since the time of Galileo, with science ever pushing back the ignorant
dogmatism of religion. It turns out that such a view of science and religion
severely distorts the facts. When the historical details are taken into ac-
count, a rather different picture emerges. Not only are science and reli-
gion not at war, but they have historically often played complementary
and mutually supportive roles. And when periods of conflict are exam-
ined, it is often the case that science versus religion is not the issue but that
there are other factors at play.

The Galileo affair has received particular attention as an exemplar of
what is wrong with the popular warfare model. Galileo often has been
used as the example par excellence of the virtuous scientist bravely holding
forth the light of truth against the dark shadows of religious intolerance.
More recent research (Langford 1971, Shea 1986) shows a quite different
picture. Galileo, from all accounts, was as much a churchman as his oppo-
nents. The strongest criticisms of his theory were based not on literal
readings of biblical passages but on the science of Aristotle and Ptolemy.
Moreover, Galileo was putting forth his theory during one of the most
explosive political (as well as religious) events in Western history: the Ref-
ormation. His situation was worsened by political blunders in a politically
sensitive era. If anything, the Galileo affair was not a case of religion ver-
sus science but a particular kind of theology allied with a particular kind of
natural philosophy (Aristotelian) opposed to a different kind of theology
allied with a different kind of natural philosophy (Copernican), mixed up
with local and international politics during one of the most convulsive
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periods in Western history (the Reformation). The affair was an episode
that is profoundly complex and fascinating, and it does not make for easy
sloganeering.

Recent research has applied this same strategy of revisionist history to
the initial reception of Darwin’s theory of evolution (Gregory 1986) and
even to the notorious Scopes “monkey trial” (Larson 1997; Gould 1991).
After considering Christian intellectuals who did not oppose evolutionary
theory, the weaknesses in Darwin’s theory before the discovery of modern
genetics, and the mixed motives of the protagonists in the public debate,
one is tempted to conclude that the “warfare” between religion and science
is largely illusory. Science properly understood is not at war with religion
properly understood. Science wrongly understood and religion wrongly
understood are what lead to conflict.

Why then all the fuss? If science and religion are not at war, why is it
that no one seems to know about it? How could such wrong thinking
arise? I would suggest that those who are involved in the science-religion
dialogue need to look at the reasons for conflict a bit harder, for they are
potentially more complicated than they appear at first glance.

One obvious reason is that, despite the findings of the revisionist histo-
rians, history remains replete with individuals who opposed what would
now be considered good science for what would now be considered reli-
gious reasons. Martin Luther opposed the Copernican theory because it
appeared to contradict the Bible. Bishop Wilburforce debated T. H. Hux-
ley not only for scientific interest but as a representative of the church as
well. Early geologists and biologists drew their first scientific theories from
the Bible and defended them tenaciously with little reference to theolo-
gians to back up their claims. Many modern Christians oppose evolution-
ary theory precisely because it contradicts a literal reading of the Genesis
story. Many atheists embrace certain scientific theories for precisely the
same reason. The actions of both fuel this appearance of conflict, even
when they may not always represent the populace at large.

The revisionist histories, to their credit, acknowledge this (for example,
Barbour 1997 gives a typically evenhanded account), and they have done a
great deal to correct the record and public misconceptions. The more
interesting question, however, remains. How could religion and science
even appear to be in conflict? I suggest that, at base, the issue has been and
remains an issue of authority. Over what domains of knowledge does a
religious tradition have authority? Over what domains does science have
authority? And how is that authority expressed?

In exploring this crisis of authority, the first thing we need to do is
recognize that what counts as “religion” and what counts as “science” have
significantly changed over time. For many medievals and many even be-
yond that time, it could truly be stated that all truth is religious truth,
whether it comes from scripture or from philosophy. For medieval Chris-
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tian theologians, a prime concern surrounding the use of Aristotle’s phi-
losophy was that Aristotle was not a Christian. How could a pagan have
the truth? Such a question is utterly foreign to modern conceptions, where
the truth of a scientific theory is seen as being determined in complete
independence from a scientist’s religious convictions. This is, in part, be-
cause the very idea of what counts as a religious conviction has changed.
Conversely, the way many moderns bracket “religion” and “science” would
be utterly foreign to Galileo and his peers.

Recognizing this, we can now recognize how science threatens religion.
Science presents an authority external to the religious tradition. This is
often where the real crux of the matter lies. It is not simply that science
provides new information or new ideas. It is that these ideas come from
outside the normal canons of religious authority and tradition.

Typically, the external authority of science is portrayed in terms of on-
tology. Most of the literature concerned with the warfare model (either
pro or con) has emphasized how science has produced a new ontology that
appears to be at variance with the prior claims of the religious tradition.
Galileo removed the Earth from the center of the universe, and Darwin
removed human beings from the center of creation. In each case, the ar-
rangement and relationship of the things in the universe were altered. The
Bible seems to imply that the Earth is flat and that the sun revolves around
the Earth rather than the reverse. The Bible seems to imply that human-
kind was created directly by God, without an evolutionary process con-
necting human beings to the other creatures of the universe. Because
scientific theories appeared to contradict certain passages in the Bible, a
crisis was declared.

This is not the real threat. Christians over the centuries have weathered,
and indeed adopted, widely varying views of the nature of things and how
they fit together. Although the Bible speaks of four corners of the Earth,
most medieval intellectuals took this reference to be metaphorical and ad-
hered to Ptolemaic astronomy, which assumed the Earth to be round. The
real challenge is an epistemological one. Science does not simply present
alternative ontologies and theories; it produces them by using its own meth-
ods and, furthermore, refuses to integrate itself into the Christian or any
religious tradition. The appearance of conflict so strongly persists because
science is never simply Christian science, or Jewish science, or Muslim
science. As such, religious traditions find themselves in the awkward posi-
tion of being able neither to absorb science nor to deny it. Rather, reli-
gious traditions are learning something new: to live with science.

The Crisis of the Historical Revolution. We all have heard of the sci-
entific revolution. Many of us, however, would scratch our heads at the
phrase “historical revolution.” When did that happen?

Interestingly enough, one may trace the roots of the latter back to the
same formative periods as the former. Very few of us, however, speak of a
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historical revolution. One reason may be that its success has been so thor-
ough. History is now a secular discipline, and, unlike the teaching of
science, no one objects to this. There is virtually no debate about whether
the history of the United States should be taught solely in terms of Mani-
fest Destiny or whether Manifest Destiny should receive “equal time” with
purely secular accounts. Supernatural agency is never invoked when a
historian describes the causes of World War II.

Although history as a discipline traces its roots back to the ancient Greeks,
the modern practice of history gets much of its inspiration from the period
of the Enlightenment. David Hume, besides writing philosophical trea-
tises, also wrote histories, including a history of religion ([1779] 1979).
The quest for the historical Jesus is traditionally said to have started with
Samuel Reimarus, a contemporary of Immanuel Kant (Schweitzer [19006]
1968). What is significant about the historical revolution is that, like the
other disciplines emerging from the Enlightenment, modern history seeks
to be objective and nonpartisan. In modern nomenclature, one might say
that history seeks to be scientific. What is important, however, is the way
that history seeks to do this. First, modern history denies appeals to the
supernatural or, at the very least, circumscribes them in such a way as to
make them coincident with natural causes. People may have religious ex-
periences, and prayers may be answered; but psychological explanations
are usually cited for the religious experiences, and naturalistic explanations
are usually given for the answers to prayers, with some (perhaps) charitable
agnosticism remaining toward ultimate causes. Second, history interprets
events in terms of their own contexts. Historians ask what the Nicene
Creed meant in the fourth century, not what it means for Christians today.
Historians ask why the medievals, in the context of their own time, be-
lieved in the Ptolemaic theory rather than the Copernican, not why we do
not subscribe to the Prolemaic theory today.

It has taken considerable time to fully realize the impact of this shift, for
it radically relativizes all claims to knowledge. For religious communities
this has been most obvious. Modern historians (both Christians and oth-
ers) remain agnostic or skeptical about Constantine’s vision of Christ and
his resultant conversion. They are quick to point out the political advan-
tages that Constantine probably saw in making Christianity the official
religion of the empire. While modern historians do not doubt the sincer-
ity of Luther’s faith, they do emphasize the political, economic, and tech-
nological factors that seem to have made the Reformation or something
like it almost inevitable. This is quite different from espousing a sacred
history of the Reformation, in which the movement is portrayed as a struggle
between good and evil, with an emphasis on the role of ideas and the
heroes of the faith.

Furthermore, in studying all the details of the past as objectively as pos-
sible, one begins to realize that the truths one thought to be held by all
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members of the faith have not been held so long; some may indeed be
quite recent. And even those tenets held from the dawn of the faith, one
learns, have often been interpreted quite differently at different times.
Virtually no modern Christian holds the same understanding of the Nicene
Creed as did its original authors, in large part because the debates that
produced the technical Greek vocabulary of the Creed have been forgot-
ten. Such ideas as the meaning of the Eucharist, the proper relation be-
tween men and women, and even the very nature of God have had widely
variant interpretations in the course of Christian history. Members of other
faiths can easily find like instances within their own traditions.

But surely, it may be countered, we must not confuse the existence of
multiple interpretations with finding the right interpretation. Jesus’ say-
ing “Render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God
the things that are God’s” (Matthew 22:21 RSV) has for most of history
been taken as justifying obedience to the government and paying taxes.
Recent New Testament scholarship (Horsley 1992) suggests, however, that
we fail to take the original colonial context of Judea vis & vis the Roman
empire into account. For the first-century Palestinian Jew, Caesar made
the coins, but the promised land belonged to God. A statement seen as
supporting the status quo is now seen as one challenging it!

But now the insidious side of the modern historical revolution reveals
itself. How do we know that our interpretation is the right one, or the one
originally held? Every generation has established opinions on what were
thought to be good canons of rationality and judgment. Most medieval
scholars regarded the proofs for the existence of God as valid; most mod-
ern scholars do not. How can we be confident that our ideas and ours
alone are immune to the sweep of history? Is not this the ultimate hubris?

Only in recent decades has the radicality of this challenge—and not
only to religious history—been fully felt. It turns out that the historical
crisis is not only a crisis for religion; it is also a crisis for science. The most
influential philosophy of science text today remains Thomas Kuhn’s Szruc-
ture of Scientific Revolutions (1970). It remains influential precisely be-
cause it brings historical reasoning to the bulwark of certainty, the sciences,
and appears to undercut the exaggerated status of the scientific disciplines.
Kuhn argued that science is characterized by revolution, not evolution.
Scientists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had absolute faith in
Newton’s laws, yet these laws were replaced by Einstein’s theory of relativ-
ity. How can we be sure that this theory, in turn, will not be replaced? The
static model of continental formation has given way to the dynamic model
of plate tectonics. These radical shifts require such reconceptualizing that
the meanings of terms (gravity, species, proton) actually change under the
new system.

Historicizing every epoch, including our own, makes all of our claims
to truth, both scientific and theological, relative. It does so by shaking our
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confidence in our own historical epoch. Ironically, this relativizing can
shake our confidence in the historical analysis itself. Does Kuhn’s analysis
tell us about science or about the turbulent sixties, during which political
ideas of revolution so broadly infected the culture that revolutionary lan-
guage even spilled into scientific discourse? Taken to an extreme, the his-
torical revolution can devour itself. Yet, at the same time, history can be a
tremendous ally. Not only does it dispel modern myths regarding the
relationship of science and religion; history can and should inform us of
the true possibilities of relating science and religion and the diversity of
ways that are possible.

The Pluralistic Revolution. I use this term to refer to an ongoing
trend. Like the other two revolutions, the pluralistic revolution can be
said to have its origins in roughly the same period, but for different rea-
sons. The pluralistic revolution stems in part from our knowledge of other
ways of knowing, precipitated by the great voyages of discovery, especially
to the Orient. Exploration led to a long process of becoming aware of
civilizations that in many ways seem as advanced and noble as our own.

Only recently, however, has the idea of taking the resources of these
other traditions seriously as equals come to the fore—a result, in part, of
the influence of the scientific and (especially) the historical revolutions.
Both have served to undermine confidence in the absoluteness of our own
religious traditions. There have also been many other forces to bear. We
are far more knowledgable about other religious traditions, although this
may be considered as much an effect as a cause. The West has known of’
Islam for quite some time without knowing anything much about it. The
modern interest in non-Western religious traditions has been spurred in
part by increased awareness of the fallibility of Western values, not only in
the past but especially in the present. The collective experience of the
misplaced brutality of colonialism, two world wars and a cold war, eco-
nomic ideologies, and the Holocaust has shaken our confidence in West-
ern modes of thought.

The mere awareness of other traditions, however, does not itself pro-
duce a pluralistic crisis, even in the face of such loss of confidence. What
finally produces the crisis is the recognition that other traditions are not
wholly evil but in fact have highly laudatory elements in them, and they
may even be strong where ours is weak. This is the most disturbing of all
possibilities: that in some real sense we could be wrong and they could be
right! We are confronted with the beauty of Islam, the sublimity of Hindu
philosophy, and the compassion of Buddhism. Indeed, it seems virtually
inconceivable that any one tradition, in all its historical and doctrinal vast-
ness, could be completely right or wrong.

Many of us in the academic world are so acclimated to the pluralistic
revolution that the impact of these ideas is not as great as it once was,
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although we are still working through them. For how are we to adjudicate
these differences? One option is simply to abandon one’s faith altogether
in the face of one of the newly exposed traditions. This is not altogether
satisfactory, however, because every tradition is subject to the same crisis.
Muslims and Hindus and Buddhists must all face the same question in
their encounter with the West. But if all traditions face the same problem,
how do we select one? Some propose a perennial philosophy or a sort of
metareligion, which would emphasize similarities between religious tradi-
tions and would assert that, in essence, all religions point to the same thing.
The work of John Hick (1987) typifies this point of view. It is not alto-
gether clear, however, that this solution truly resolves the problem, for not
all agree on what the unifying precepts are (least of all the practitioners of
the diverse traditions), a fact that turns the metatradition into just one
more tradition alongside the others, exacerbating the problem instead of
curing it.

Secular atheists sometimes use this point to confirm the futility of reli-
gious belief and claim that we should rely on science instead. This posi-
tion has many problems (not least of which is the assumption that secular
atheism is not itself one of these competing traditions), but the most rel-
evant one is that science itself is not entirely immune from the problem of
pluralism. Externally, science and technology have arisen predominantly
in the Judeo-Christian West, but we may also speak of science and tech-
nology in Muslim and Chinese contexts. The Chinese example in particu-
lar (Needham 1982) suggests the possibility that science need not have
proceeded along the path it did and that a Chinese science, if it had fully
developed, might have approached the natural world in a quite different
fashion. The inexplicable efficacy of acupuncture in some contexts is a
reminder of this possibility.

Internally, scientists and philosophers have become increasingly aware
of the plurality of science. The great confidence of logical positivists that
the sciences could be unified with a single methodology and vocabulary
has long since been dashed. Biologists insist on the irreducibility of bio-
logical concepts, and the information sciences have introduced a stubborn
dualism between information and matter. Instead of science’s slowly and
steadily evolving toward the truth, science is now seen as being composed
of incommensurable paradigms and competing research programs, and as
linked to subjective tacit knowledge.

This point can be (and has been) overemphasized, but it is important
not to underemphasize it. Science, or rather the sciences, cannot answer
all of our questions. Science cannot tell us anything about the ultimate,
what is the absolute truth, or unusual or unique events. The sciences tell
us what is the best hypothesis (or hypotheses) given the scientific data to
date. The practice of science, indeed, entails plurality. It is left to the
philosophers, the theologians, and the poets to present the unity.
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CONFRONTING, EMBRACING, AND MOVING ON

My primary goal has been to briefly state and illustrate the nature of the
three crises. But worth developing as well is the commonality of these
crises. The astute reader will observe that there are “family resemblances”
between the three crises, at least in the type of questions that they pose.
Indeed, all three could perhaps be subsumed into a single metacrisis: a
crisis of authority. The values of the Enlightenment, with its emphasis on
reason and objectivity, contributed significantly to both the scientific and
historical revolutions. Although the problem of pluralism is typically seen
as a postmodern issue, there is a real sense in which it too stems from the
ideals of the Enlightenment and its desire to objectify, and thus know, all
religious traditions. It is these Enlightenment values brought to each of
these diverse areas of inquiry that give them their radical character. In
recognizing science, history, and other religious traditions, any one reli-
gious tradition is acknowledging its incompleteness. That is, it recog-
nizes, at some level, the external authority of these other traditions and
ways of knowing.

Throughout its history, any religious tradition (indeed, any tradition)
develops its own norms and authorities. In the Christian context these
have included the Bible, creeds, church officials, and (sometimes) direct
religious experience. For Muslims, the Qur’an, the Hadith, and the legal
traditions regarding Shari’ah may be included. Of course, no tradition is
an isolated monad. Over the centuries religious traditions have interacted
with their cultures and adapted with varying degrees of ease. The afore-
mentioned illustration of the use of Aristotle by medieval theologians may
still serve as a prime example.

What is unique about the three crises that currently face religious tradi-
tions is their severity and scope. It is not simply that the sciences present
an external authority. It is their amazing scope and success that make the
sciences such a compelling authority. It is not simply that history presents
an external authority. It is history’s sweeping ability to uncover facts, even
facts about one’s own religious tradition, that makes it so challenging.

Equally important, we must recognize the kind of challenges to author-
ity that these three crises present. First, they present an ontological chal-
lenge. This is most true of the sciences but also, to a lesser extent, of
history and pluralism. These crises challenge our conceptions regarding
the ultimate nature (being) of things. Science does this preeminently, not
only by its ability to develop sophisticated models of the material world
but also by its inability to achieve the same sort of sophistication in the
spiritual and social worlds, tacitly challenging their ontological status. Other
religious traditions challenge our ontological claims by presenting sophis-
ticated but radically different ontological claims of their own.

But even more important than this first challenge is the second. These
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three crises challenge each religious tradition’s epistemological claims. Sci-
ence does so by successfully applying the scientific method, challenging
(either explicitly or implicitly) truths eked out by other means. The ac-
knowledgment of history and pluralism, however, presents a rather differ-
ent problem by challenging the absoluteness of any truth claim, scientific
or otherwise. This is the quandary of any contemporary epistemology: to
ably confront all three revolutionary challenges.

As a result, it is not enough to engage in a dialogue, whether between
religion and science, or religion and history, or religion and pluralism.
What is really needed is a quadralogue between religion and science and
history and pluralism. That is a tall order, to be sure; yet it is only when
religious traditions begin to take that fateful step that each of these revolu-
tions can cease to be a crisis and can instead become part of the basis for a
better understanding of the ultimates of life which religion encourages us
to embrace.

NOTE

1. The eclipse of this story in recent literature is an interesting tale in and of itself. T first
heard it as an undergraduate. When I checked to verify its origins, I could find no trace of it in
recent surveys of Islam or in recent encyclopedia articles on Islam, Amr (the Muslim general who
captured Alexandria), or Umar (the caliph who allegedly ordered the burning). This is under-
standable, because the story turns out to be a late legend, but frustrating if one is trying to track
down its origins. It is fortunate that the Thiel College library still carries some rather outdated
editions of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. From the 1875 and 1910 editions, I learned that the
story was first promulgated by Abulfaragius, also known as Bar Hebraeus, a thirteenth-century
monophysite Christian of Jewish descent (hence the latter name) who wrote a then-influential
and often inaccurate history of the world. Interestingly enough, both editions record the story
under the entry for Alexandria. In the 1875 edition the story is cited without comment. In the
1910 edition the story is described as of “doubtful authority.” The story is missing altogether
from current editions of the Encyclopaedia. There, in a nutshell, is the history of religious studies
in the West. Given the Christian origins of the story, it is ironic that the library probably met its
final fate during antipagan riots by Christians in 391 C. E. The quotation is taken from the 1910
edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica.
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