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Theology, the University, Metaphysics,
and Respectability
IN PRAISE OF FOLLY? THEOLOGY AND
THE UNIVERSITY

by Gregory R. Peterson

Abstract. To suppose the possibility of dialogue between theol-
ogy and science is to suppose that theology is an intellectually worthy
partner to engage in dialogue with science. The status of theology as
a discipline, however, remains contested, one sign of which is the
absence of theology from the university. I argue that a healthy theol-
ogy-science dialogue would benefit from the presence of theology as
an academic discipline in the university. Theology and theologians
would benefit from the much closer contact with university disci-
plines, including the sciences. The university and the sciences would
benefit from the presence of theology, providing a department of ul-
timate concern, where big questions may be asked and ideologies
critiqued. A university theology would need to meet standards of
academic integrity.

Keywords: theological method; theology; ultimate concern; uni-
versity

And these most subtle subtleties are rendered yet more subtle by the several meth-
ods of so many Schoolmen, that one might sooner wind himself out of a laby-
rinth than the entanglements of the realists, nominalists, Thomists, Albertists,
Occamists, Scotists. Nor have I named all the several sects, but only some of the
chief; in all which there is so much doctrine and so much difficulty that I may
well conceive the apostles, had they been to deal with these new kind of divines,
had needed to have prayed in aid of some other spirit. (Erasmus [1509] 1913, 117)
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So remarked Desiderius Erasmus on the theologians of his age. Writing
several years prior to Martin Luther’s fateful posting of his ninety-five the-
ses, Erasmus delighted Europe with his barbed observations of the culture
of his day. He did so when theology and theologians were, arguably, at the
height of their intellectual influence and power. Theology, understood as
the queen of the sciences, occupied the preeminent place in the university.
Far from being peripheral to the educational process, it was understood
that the educational process led to theological contemplation. The sci-
ences, then referred to as natural philosophy, could still be properly seen as
a handmaiden to theology, a view first developed by Augustine on the eve
of the Middle Ages.

Erasmus’ criticisms of theology ring oddly familiar today, and not a little
ironic. Erasmus, after all, was a scholar and theological thinker of no small
repute, and alongside his The Praise of Folly ([1509] 1913) he is perhaps
best known for his debate with Luther over the freedom of the will (Eras-
mus [1524] 1978). While the world today frets over various fundamental-
isms and the clergy that lead them, the idea of academic theologians being
powerful, let alone powerful in the university, will no doubt strike many as
amusing, precisely because of their agreement with Erasmus’ assessment.
Theology, the argument goes, is just not a real discipline, at least not a real
academic discipline, and as such does not belong in the university proper.
At best it might find itself in the divinity school, where it is politely under-
stood that the theologian’s duty lies in training pastors, not furthering the
quest for knowledge or deepening our understanding of how the world works.

Even more strange, the issue of the intellectual status of theology as a
discipline and, consequently, its place in the university, is only rarely dis-
cussed, even among theologians. True, issues of the rationality of religious
belief in general and belief in God in particular remain of central concern
for academic philosophy of religion, but philosophy of religion is a field
that employs relatively few philosophers and, strangely, few theologians.
In seminaries and (some) church-related colleges, the issue does not arise;
the intellectual integrity of theology is assumed, so the issue becomes not
whether one should do theology but what kind of theologizing should
take place. Meanwhile, the university proceeds largely as if theology did
not exist, and if it did, it was long ago converted into a department of
religious studies. Because there are no theologians on the faculty, the ques-
tion of whether there should be never arises, so the university can go about
its business.

My modest proposal is that this is an unhealthy situation, both for the-
ology and for the university. Theology as a discipline belongs in the uni-
versity, and theologians should engage their work in the context of the
goals and aspirations of the university. Understanding the reasons for this
has much to do with our understandings of the relation of theology to the
sciences as well as the ongoing vitality of the theology-science dialogue.
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THEOLOGY AND ULTIMATE QUESTIONS

There is a traditional—and obvious—rationale often cited for the absence
of theology in the university. The university, as commonly conceived, is
devoted to the accumulation of knowledge and methods of discovery that
are public in character and so, at least in principle, discoverable by anyone.
Theology, as it is often understood, concerns itself solely with elaborating
doctrines regarding God based on a source or sources of revelation that are
taken simply as given. On this construal, theology is based not on public
but on private knowledge claims. In Christianity, this knowledge is typi-
cally taken to be based on the Hebrew and Christian scriptures and creedal
statements. In the case of Roman Catholicism, the scriptures are further
supported by the authority of the pope and church tradition. Among Pen-
tecostals and in some forms of Protestantism, religious experience also may
serve as a source of knowledge. Such sources are taken to be private be-
cause they are seen as givens or are not accessible to what we normally
understand as scientific verification. Christians may believe that the Bible
is a revelation from God, but its status is often assumed rather than argued
for, except perhaps for an appeal to the category of faith. By contrast, the
university’s approach to knowledge eschews appeals to revelation, to faith,
to claims not based on observation and rational argumentation. Unable to
meet the demands of public epistemic accountability, theologizing must
occur outside the boundaries of the university.

Although I put the argument forward in a simplistic form, the general
outline is familiar enough and finds expression by both advocates and op-
ponents of theology. The category of revelation certainly has been of his-
toric and continuing importance to theology as has been the distinction,
laid out clearly by Thomas Aquinas, between truths known by reason and
those apprehended by faith (Summa Contra Gentiles I.3). Although this by
itself does not entail that theologizing should take place outside the uni-
versity—Aquinas himself was a university professor—it is a short step to
that conclusion, particularly if faith is construed narrowly as the holding
of belief in contrast to reason. Such was the understanding of faith as em-
ployed by Steven Pinker (2006) and Lawrence Kraus (2007) in their essays
opposing the inclusion of a course on faith and reason within the core
curriculum of Harvard University.

Theologians tend to be more sophisticated in their understanding of
faith, but the result is sometimes the same. One way this comes out is in
the appeal to church and community. Theology, it is said, is not like other
academic disciplines because it is done in the context of a worshipping
community and cannot be divorced from it. Academic theology divorced
from church and community is therefore not real theology. Stanley Hauer-
was attributes the failings of Christian ethics as a discipline to Friedrich
Schleiermacher’s attempt to create a university-style theological curricu-
lum, strong on objective, scientific analysis but correspondingly unable to
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make any actual theological claims. Because the university by definition is
dedicated to the Enlightenment project of universal, objective knowledge
shorn of personal commitment, it is not a place where theologizing can
take place (Hauerwas [1997] 2001).

Despite these claims, it is important to note that they assume a particu-
lar and narrow account of what theology is, one that neither is universally
shared nor reflects the broad character of the discipline. If theology were
just God-talk derived unthinkingly from scripture, which in turn was held
up as a source of knowledge based on blind and unjustifiable belief, clearly
theology does not belong in the university—and probably doesn’t belong
anywhere. But attention to the history of theology and the contemporary
character of the discipline suggests a more complex picture, one that im-
plies that theology may have a place in the university after all. God and
revelation certainly have been of importance for theology as a discipline in
the monotheistic traditions, but the claim that theology is only about God
and revelation misses quite a bit of theological inquiry.

The idea that theology rests wholly on the category of revelation sub-
scribed to on the basis of blind faith takes very little time to dismantle.
Although Aquinas made a distinction between truths that can be derived
from reason and those derived only by revelation, he quite famously ar-
gued that we can know some things about God independently of revela-
tion, such as whether or not God exists. Modern analytic philosophy of
religion has spilled no small quantity of ink on both the existence question
and the more general question of the rational status and character of God-
talk. In theology proper, a similar conversation may be found in the ques-
tions surrounding theological method, questions concerning rational
justification, explication, and discovery of theological truths, and even
whether one can intelligibly speak of theological truths.

A similar but less obvious point may be made with regard to God. In the
monotheistic traditions, God and God-talk are obviously important. The
term theology means, literally, talk about God. From a historical perspec-
tive, however, the meaning of the term God has admitted of some ambigu-
ity. Although one may speak of God as a “being among beings,” a superagent
who creates and acts on the world in strong analogy to human agency,
theology just as commonly speaks of God as a “wholly other,” beyond
comprehension or definition, or as synonymous with nature, as in panthe-
ism. Famously, Paul Tillich (1952) spoke of God not as a being at all but as
“the ground of being,” arguing that genuine religion requires a breaking
free of our ordinary conceptions of the divine in order to get to the “God
beyond God.”

This picture becomes more complex when we move beyond the mono-
theistic traditions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Hinduism speaks of
God and gods, and so we may speak of Hindu theology; yet the role and
status of these gods are variously understood, and in the Advaita Vedanta
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tradition the concept of God is treated as something of a useful fiction. As
a result, it is easy to speak of Advaita Vedanta as a philosophical school—
the problem being that it is very clearly a religious philosophy that under-
stands itself to be based on the scriptural tradition of the Vedas and
Upanishads. A similar issue crops up for Buddhism, because the Buddha
seemed to have believed in the Hindu gods but regarded them as irrelevant
to the pursuit of nirvana. So Buddhism often is understood to be an athe-
istic religion, although it recognizes the buddhas as having godlike knowl-
edge and, in the case of Mahayana Buddhism, understands the nature and
actions of bodhisattvas in terms that sometimes are quite recognizable to
theists. As a result, to speak of Buddhist thought as Buddhist philosophy
misses the very religious context in which Buddhist inquiry takes place.
Buddhology could be used, but this is also potentially misleading, as it can
be taken to imply that Buddhism involves the worship of buddhas, which
is technically incorrect. As a result, some Buddhists have embraced the
term theology as the closest one in Western languages to capture what it is
that Buddhists do when reflecting on their tradition (Jackson and
Makransky 2000).

These are points I raised in a previous Zygon essay (Peterson 2001), and
I rehearse them here because they are important for understanding what
place theology may have in the university. In that essay I argued that a
discipline is defined not so much by the answers it gives as by the questions
it asks. If this is correct, what makes theology distinctive as a discipline is
not so much that it talks about God but that it asks certain kinds of ques-
tions, kinds not found in the disciplines of physics, history, or psychology:
questions of ultimacy, meaning, and purpose. Although these questions
sometimes are addressed in other, neighboring disciplines, the more ex-
plicitly they do so the more they come to look like theology. This is very
clear in the case of Western philosophy, with which the theology of the
monotheistic traditions shares so much history. Much of contemporary
philosophy explicitly eschews questions of ultimacy, meaning and purpose
and consequently does not look very much like theology. This has not
always been the case. Ancient philosophy, which took seriously the call to
love wisdom, was concerned not simply with knowledge or logical puzzles
but also with how to live in a way that connected with a deeper under-
standing of the cosmos. Both Stoicism and Neoplatonism are easily under-
stood as religious philosophies, and both explicitly speak of God and
categories of ultimacy.

The case can be made that a good many popular writings that seek to
interpret the meaning and significance of the picture of the world coming
out of modern science possess a strongly theological structure and sensibil-
ity, even if the authors do not recognize this. Ironically, Daniel Dennett’s
Darwin’s Dangerous Idea (1995) is one of the clearer examples, beginning
with basic philosophical presuppositions, then moving sequentially through
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cosmology, biology, human evolution, and ethics, much as a text in Chris-
tian systematic theology moves from creation to the human condition to
the promise of redemption and sanctification. Dennett is clearly antitheo-
logical in the narrower sense of not believing in God, but his work has the
kind of structure that is distinctively theological in the broader sense that I
am speaking of.

A similar point has been made recently by Nancey Murphy (2007).
Employing Arthur Peacocke’s hierarchy of the sciences, which seeks to link
the sciences in a chain of complexity from physics to biology to psychol-
ogy, Murphy endorses Peacocke’s placing theology at the top of this hierar-
chy as the most inclusive form of reflection. She then observes that removing
theology in the narrower sense of God-talk does not eliminate the “slot” at
the top of hierarchy, for this kind of discourse and the questions it ad-
dresses is still required, and this is what prominent atheist interpreters of
science such as Richard Dawkins and Dennett do. Although they very
clearly do not believe in God, they are theologians in the broader under-
standing of theology that I am speaking of. Although “atheist theologian”
certainly sounds odd, it is not quite the oxymoron it once was.

At the end of the day, it may be that some other term, less prone to
misunderstanding, is preferred to designate the kind of discipline that I
speak of. The central point still stands—that theology as I have described
it is a unique and important discipline, addressing unique and important
questions that are not fully and completely addressed elsewhere in the uni-
versity.

VOICES IN THE WILDERNESS

If this argument is correct, a clear reason that the university needs theology
is precisely that theology is a legitimate field of inquiry, and the absence of
theology in the university represents a failure of the university in its mis-
sion to explore all areas of knowledge. The university needs a department
of ultimate concern, where there is freedom to ask the big questions of
meaning and purpose and a serious effort to address them.

Such big questions are raised in other disciplines, but typically they are
not answered within the confines of those disciplines. A clear case is that of
physics, the study of which raises important questions about the nature of
matter and therefore ontology, space and time, and the origin and fate of
the cosmos. Versions of these questions are studied within the confines of
physics, but, in the process, questions of ultimacy, interpretation, and com-
mitment invariably arise. What are the implications, not simply physically
but also existentially, of the evidence that the universe was birthed in a big
bang more than thirteen billion years ago? What does our knowledge of
the huge size of the universe imply, if anything, about our place in it? How
committed should physicists be to the finality of any physical theory? Physi-
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cists certainly ask these questions, but when they do, they do not ask them
as physicists within the confines of the disciplines or find their answers in
articles on physics in physics journals. They are questions confined to the
late hours of the night, after the “real research” has been done. At that
point, the physicists have stopped being physicists and start speaking as
theologians.

Similar observations may be made about fields such as biology, psychol-
ogy, and computer science. That theology is similarly wrapped up in the
humanities should be clear. These connections point to a further role that
theology may play. Concerned as it is with the whole of reality, a depart-
ment of theology may serve as an important place where disciplinary bar-
riers break down. Because theology is precisely concerned with the meaning
of the whole, the study of theology involves the kind of cultural and (ide-
ally) scientific literacy that typically is not available elsewhere.

There is a further rationale for the inclusion of theology, one distinctive
from the claim that the university needs another discipline that contrib-
utes to its mission of knowledge and understanding of the world. Linked
to its role of asking questions of ultimate concern, a department of theol-
ogy can be a place where the prophetic voice is heard. That the university
needs a prophetic voice is likely much more obvious now than in previous
periods. Modern universities are no longer—if they ever were—ivory tow-
ers, committed to the pure pursuit of knowledge with the concerns of the
world kept at arm’s length. The modern university is a messy place, clearly
identified as an engine of economic growth and prosperity. Governmental
monies feed the university either directly through state financing and tu-
ition support or indirectly through massive grants for scientific research.
Universities are expected to provide returns on these investments. Univer-
sity research should spur the creation of new business enterprises or aid
existing ones. Scientific research should provide benefits, whether for health
and medicine (and therefore the medical professions), industry, or defense
and national security. This entanglement with government and economy
has led to greater entanglement with business, which increasingly has played
a direct role in funding research and even the determination of the publi-
cation of the results. Behind these entanglements lie ideological commit-
ments, not all of which are benign.

Speaking in a prophetic voice is integral to the theological task. Inquiry
into questions of ultimate value is inherently destabilizing, for it questions
and relativizes all existing commitments to an ultimate norm. Here there
is clearly overlap with the ethicist in the philosophy department, who in
the context of the university may be asked to weigh in on ethical guidance
on particular issues. Philosophical ethics, however, especially in its applied
form, is narrower in its interests and scope. The ethicist may be called
upon to question the suitability of guidelines for experimentation on hu-
man subjects, or to evaluate norms for avoiding conflict of interest, or even
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to critique inequalities of race, sex, and class as found in the university.
Typically it is not taken to be within the ethicist’s purview to denounce the
ideologies that may control and misshape the identity of the university, let
alone identify them. Referencing ideology might suggest the political sci-
entist or the political philosopher, but political scientists tend to under-
stand themselves as studying political systems, not advocating or opposing
them. Political philosophers are better equipped for such a task, but argu-
ably they would either have to presuppose the very question of ultimacy
that may be at stake or have to act as theologians themselves, directly en-
gaging themselves with theology, attempting to answer questions of ulti-
mate commitment and value.

Universities, and the interests that control them, do not want to be
critiqued, but that is of course the point. The modern university needs
critique, including theological critique. This is not to say that universities
should be done away with—far from it!—but a healthy university needs
self-criticism, and placing theology and theologians in the university is
one way to provide it. Nor is it to say that sources of valid critique cannot
be found in other disciplines. Rather, I am suggesting that theology is a
unique resource for such a critique, for it is precisely theology that asks the
question of ultimate concern: What, in fact, is your god? For example,
does the system of college athletics in the United States reveal a form of
idolatry, one that corrupts the very nature and intent of the university?

There is a flip side. Just as the university needs theology, so too theology
needs the university. To answer questions of meaning and ultimacy re-
quires reflection on that which has been discovered. Optimally, this re-
quires theologians to be in conversation with the university, and theologians
who are not will quickly find themselves perceived as irrelevant to the tasks
and questions of modern society. To an important extent, theologians are
aware of this. Theological education at most institutions typically includes
training in philosophy, hermeneutics, and history and, to a lesser degree,
some introduction to norms and methods of the social sciences. But stu-
dents of theology often learn the content of these disciplines secondhand,
not from experts in these fields, so the rate of dissemination is slow. Expo-
sure to the physical sciences is comparatively nonexistent. Theologians not
working in the context of a university have few opportunities to interact
with scientists. As a result, when it comes time for theologians to reflect on
the sciences in a sophisticated manner, they are at a disadvantage.

In addition to these reasons aimed at the integrity both of the university
and of theology as a discipline, I would add a more subtle reason for the
inclusion of theology in the university: the social effect it might have. It is
easy to criticize theology if there are no theologians around, and it is easy
for theologians to (for instance) criticize the practice or content of science
if there are no scientists present to provide some explanation or counterar-
gument. Academics are trained to think of learning and discovery as some-
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thing that occurs through the formal processes of publication and peer
review, but a good portion of it occurs in hallways and in the after-hours of
a campus lecture, a result of personal encounters, chance or otherwise.
Theology can learn from the university and the university from theology
only if the two are connected enough for such interactions to occur.

CAN THEOLOGY PLAY BALL?

Despite these considerations, nagging questions likely will remain for many
that involve the epistemic character of theology. These can take one of two
forms. The first suggests that although there may be a legitimate field of
theology, it does not belong in the university because it does not deal with
the kind of knowledge that lies at the heart of the mission of the university.
The second suggests that theology does not engage in the production of
knowledge at all but simply produces irrelevant fictions that do not meet
university standards of inquiry. As such, theology belongs not with phys-
ics, mathematics, and political science but with astrology, numerology, and
alchemy.

The former argument has been cited already as a traditional rationale
for excluding theology from the university. I believe that it should not be
seen as persuasive. It claims that theology, relying as it does on faith and
scripture, constitutes a private rather than public form of knowledge, where
public implies (in principle) available and accessible to anyone. Thus, physics
produces public knowledge, because its results can be verified by anyone
who conducts the proper experiments and follows the proper procedures.
No such procedure exists to determine whether any given scripture should
be taken as authoritative, and because most of the content of theology
relies on the interpretation of scriptural texts it cannot be taken to be pub-
lic knowledge.

A few points can be made in response to this argument. First, theology
as I have defined it does not necessarily appeal to scriptural texts, so argu-
ments about scripture do not, a priori, say anything about the status of
theology as a field, defined as it is by a unique set of questions. Buddhist
and naturalistic theologies, for instance, do not make these appeals and so
are immune to such an argument. Beyond this, it is not obvious that an
appeal to or use of scripture is automatically irrational in character. Cer-
tainly, to assume the authority of a given scripture without justification or
explanation smacks of the irrational, and this does suggest that theological
programs making such appeals would not meet the standards of university
inquiry. It is not so clear that the category of scripture always involves such
irrational appeal, and part of the theological task of those traditions that
employ scriptures is to give some account of why one should do so. The
advent of modern scholarship has made many of the traditional arguments
problematic. Premodern Christian theologians often appealed to the ful-
fillment of Old Testament prophecies or to the miracles recounted in the
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New Testament in a way that is less than convincing now. But this is a far
cry from claiming that no such argument can be given, and some contem-
porary theologians and philosophers of religion have attempted to do so
(see Murphy 1994; Tracy 1989).

Additionally, such a criticism presumes that knowledge is traditionless
and that appeal to any authority beyond immediate experience or deduc-
tive reasoning is automatically flawed. The postmodern turn has made us
much more aware that the idea of traditionless knowledge is a fiction (Gada-
mer 1989; MacIntyre 1989; Kuhn 1962). Knowledge inquiry always takes
place within the context of a particular tradition of inquiry that shapes the
questions asked. As a result, each academic discipline can be understood as
having a “canon” of authoritative texts relied on precisely because they
have in the past proven to be reliable and fruitful. This is most obviously
the case in other disciplines of the humanities and some areas of social
science, where the works of foundational scholars such as John Locke, Adam
Smith, and Karl Marx have, perhaps ironically, a near-scriptural status for
those who work within the traditions these scholars started.

The above argument is only a sketch and would need to be fleshed out
to justify the place and use of scripture. In the context of the primary
argument—that theology holds a place in the university—the point is that
appeals to scripture are not necessary to theology, and, if such appeals are
made, it is not at all clear that they disbar theology from the circle of
rational inquiry. As a result, the claim that theology is private, not public,
knowledge does not seem very persuasive, not least because the public/
private distinction is more porous than it first appears.

Addressing the claim that theology does not constitute public knowl-
edge because it must necessarily take place within the context of commu-
nity is slightly more complex. If the claim is that there is such a thing as
public knowledge and that theology does not meet the requirements of
such knowledge, the claim seems troubling, for it would suggest that the-
ology is not knowledge at all but something else. Some theologians have
suggested precisely this. Alex Nesteruk (2000), following a line of thinking
in Greek Orthodox thought, suggests that theology be understood as dox-
ology (praise), although he clearly does not seem to mean that there is
consequently no content to theology at all.

The problem in at least some of these arguments is not so much the
assumption that theology is connected to a community or communal ex-
perience but the assumption that knowledge as it is produced in other
disciplines is not so connected. If there is no such thing as traditionless
knowledge, the idea that theology is connected to a community seems less
anomalous, even if it turns out that it lies at one end of the spectrum. Part
of the claim here may be that certain kinds of knowledge and reflection
require certain kinds of experiences and that the having of these experi-
ences is necessary in order to engage in the appropriate kind of reflection.
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Although the arguments referred to here have been made primarily by
Christian theologians, the requirement of an experiential component is
important for other traditions of inquiry. The veracity of Buddhist doc-
trine rests in part on the insight gained from or verified in meditational
states. Proponents of strong accounts of the value of nature in the context
of environmental ethics sometimes rely heavily on experiential accounts
and insights that move them to their conclusions, and these experiences
are taken to have as much or more force as strictly empirical or logical
arguments (Leopold [1949] 1969 being a classic example). These argu-
ments are not without problems, but if the communitarian element in
theology is as important as some advocates indicate—and admittedly I am
not convinced by some of the more extreme views—this seems at least a
plausible route, and one that need not be incompatible with the mission of
the university.

In the context of the United States there is at least one further nagging
question, that of the relation of church and state in public universities.
Because theology as ultimate concern is not tied to a specific church or
religious institution, and might not even be considered specifically reli-
gious, it is not clear that the legal separation of church and state applies
here. If there is such a thing as theological knowledge, it would be very
strange for the state to rule that the pursuit of such knowledge is forbidden
in state-funded universities. Indeed, there is no small irony in arguing that
theological knowledge is the only kind forbidden in modern society. But
issues of law and politics have their own histories and mode of operations,
and it is impossible to say in advance that the courts would not rule nar-
rowly and so exclude theology from state universities on the basis of the
establishment clause in the Bill of Rights.

THEOLOGY’S EPISTEMIC STATUS

These concerns about private versus public knowledge will seem to some
to be merely dancing around the second, and arguably more important,
question about whether theology constitutes knowledge at all. Why
shouldn’t it be lumped together with astrology and numerology?

The most straightforward answer is that the questions theology addresses,
questions of meaning and ultimate concern, are real and legitimate ques-
tions that need to be addressed, while astrology and numerology are based
on premises that we know are false and that seem to have definite and
negative answers. A fuller answer is considerably more complex, for to say
that theology is the study of that which is of ultimate concern is not neces-
sarily to exclude claims about the existence of God, Brahman, or nirvana,
nor is it to say that the theological perspectives arising out of particular
religious traditions (Christianity, Islam, Sikhism) are automatically excluded
from consideration. It is to say that, if such study is to occur in the context
of the university, certain standards of rational inquiry need to be met.
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Here we come to the nub of the matter, because the argument over the
presence of theology in the university comes down ultimately to an under-
standing of the norms of rationality and the question of who gets to decide
what they are. For much of the twentieth century positivists held—or at
least claimed to—the keys to rationality, and as a consequence not only
was theology excluded, but any discipline unable to show itself to be scien-
tific by positivistic standards was similarly threatened with expulsion. The
postmodern reaction of the late twentieth century has altered the situation
considerably, although in a way that has been tricky for theology, which
seems to be primarily about the kind of metanarratives that at least some
forms of postmodernism have attempted to dismantle (Lyotard 1984). The
result is that postmodern approaches to knowledge may be seen as lower-
ing the bar of rationality, and if this is case it is not necessarily a good thing
for theology, because its entry to the university would be based not on its
claim to knowledge but on the abolition of the requirement of such a claim.

The notion that postmodernism simply lowers the bar, however, is mis-
leading, relying as it does on more extreme interpretations. Rather, the
impact of postmodernism has been to change the kind of bar or bars used
to evaluate rational discourse and so to suggest what now seems obvious,
that the positivistic criteria for what counts as knowledge were inadequate.
Although giving a recipe for the scientific method seems straightforward
enough, the actual practice of scientific evaluation and theory formation
typically is more complex and more diverse than such recipes suggest.
Clearly, science involves falsification, but a particular falsification is some-
times profitably ignored; certainly science involves quantification, but it
also includes qualitative judgment; and undoubtedly scientific theories
portray the physical world accurately, except for when they probably do
not. These ceteris paribus clauses do not necessarily damage the overall in-
tegrity of scientific disciplines, but they do reveal that scientific judgment
and assessment of scientific theories is not so simple a matter. Add to this
the fact that not all knowledge is scientific knowledge (my knowledge of
the contents of my dream last night, for example, or uncannily accurate
intuitions about playing the stock market) and the realization that our
knowledge claims are inevitably historically and culturally contextualized,
and we begin to see how theological rationality may be made more under-
standable to its critics.

Two related points may be added. The first is to recognize the ongoing
and significant work in philosophy of religion and theology that seeks to
address the issue of epistemic status and does so at a level of sophistication
equivalent to that in many other disciplines. Even within the confines of
the science-and-theology dialogue some quite good work has been done
(for example, Barbour 1974; Murphy 1990; Van Huyssteen 1999). Sec-
ond, if the kind of epistemic grounds typically employed to do good theol-
ogy are not strong enough for the university, it is likely that a number of
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disciplines already in the university, from areas of philosophy to anthro-
pology and sociology to the more speculative branches of physical cosmol-
ogy, also are in epistemic trouble. The bar can be set too low, but it also can
be set too high.

Even within individual disciplines, there exists what may be called an
epistemic polarity, a continuum of scholarship and standards that inform
the discipline. On one end of the continuum stand the strongly scientific
demands of the discipline, which require quantitative analysis, rigorous
logic and/or testing procedures, and strict rules of interpretation and imple-
mentation. On the other end stands the poetic: the willingness, indeed the
need, to draw on metaphor, simile, anecdote, and personal experience and
the daring to consider the unique at the expense of the general. The prac-
tice of poetry is illuminating in this regard, for, although we tend to think
of the writing of poems as a creative activity, it also provides insights that
may not be perceived by other means. Poetry can be truth-bearing, and it
is so precisely because of its poetic character, not in spite of it.

Realizing this is important, because such a continuum exists in the prac-
tice of theology today, and it need not, indeed should not, be squelched in
the context of the university. Theology also has its more scientific side,
methodologically as it approaches the norms of philosophy and ontologi-
cally as it approaches forms of religious naturalism, and those who theolo-
gize in this fashion value clarity, precision, and logical and empirical rigor
in the same way as their like-minded colleagues in the natural and social
sciences do. It also has its strongly poetic side, brought out in its sense of
mystery, its recognition of the ineffability of that which is ultimate, and
the richness of experience that cannot be captured in a scatter-plot graph.
This mode of theologizing is also valuable—as valuable to the university
and society as the more scientific/philosophical forms.

In addition, there is one element of theology that strongly distinguishes
it from both science and poetry, and that is the element of commitment.
Questions of meaning and purpose are not simply questions of facts but
questions that affect the kind of life one leads. One may believe in black
holes, but one does not commit to them, and nothing follows personally
from the claim that black holes exist. In contrast, theological claims tend
to be strongly connected to categories of commitment. Belief in God is
almost inevitably intertwined with concerns about living a godly life, and
believing Buddhist claims about suffering and the means to end suffering
is intertwined with a life that pursues such an end, perhaps with confi-
dence, perhaps with doubt. As a result, categories of faith and hope be-
come relevant for the theologian in a way that does not occur in the sciences,
for the question is not simply What is true? but What do I commit to?
Although these questions are independent, they are complexly related, and
part of the theologian’s task is to explore the relation between the two
questions and how best to answer them.
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CONCLUSION

The issue of theology’s presence in the university may seem far removed
from matters of the field of science and theology, but reflection shows that
the two issues are inevitably intertwined. For there to be a field of science
and theology, there must be scientists and theologians who are able and
willing to engage one another. If such dialogues are legitimate, the univer-
sity is clearly the place for them to happen, and if theology remains outside
the university, such dialogues will be that much more difficult. A more
basic issue is that if theology-and-science is a legitimate area of intellectual
discourse, this implies the legitimacy of the theological task, and it is not
clear then why theology is not in the university.

Bringing theology back into the university currently may seem
unachievable, even folly. But this need not remain the case, for theology
may also be done by those who are not theologians, particularly by those
who are in the cognate areas of their discipline where theological questions
naturally arise. That, after all, is how academic disciplines are often born,
by the coming together of those already present to form something new.
Perhaps theology does not need to enter from the outside as much as it
needs to be reborn from within. Although theologians may decry their
own importance, what is needed is for that importance to be recognized by
those outside the field. Doing so will require the university to position
itself in its broader, more proper, horizon, concerned not merely with things
that are useful and profitable but also with things that are ultimate.
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