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Methodological naturalism, the scientific practice of limiting the explanation of
natural phenomena to only natural mechanisms, is a wise and powerful means of
investigating the created order. While today it is often conflated with philosophical
naturalism (the view that nature is all that there is), methodological naturalism
was originally upheld by philosophers and scientists who sought to honor God by
discovering his work in creation and by not invoking him in place of secondary
causes. Methodological naturalism, backed by an understanding of the doctrine of
creation, is for the Christian a theologically motivated practice. Whatever process
one studies, from the birth of stars to intracellular dynamics, it does not explain
away God’s activity in the world. Also, methodological naturalism has the practical
benefit of allowing people of diverse worldviews to discover the workings of God’s
creation, whether or not they acknowledge it as such.

Common Grace
in the Lab
I do not recall when I first understood

the distinction between “methodological

naturalism,” the convention in science

of appealing to natural explanations for

natural phenomena, and “philosophical

naturalism,” the worldview that denies

the existence of God and the super-

natural realm. I do, however, remember

the wave of relief that washed over me

when I realized that the practice of sci-

ence does not entail functional atheism,

as I worried it might, but rather is com-

patible with a number of different world-

views.1 I was a young graduate student

working in a lab of a dozen people from

almost a dozen different countries,

many with religious and philosophical

outlooks radically different from my

own. Yet, we worked well as a team in

studying the role of the cell’s internal

scaffold, the cytoskeleton, in the process

of cell migration.

Before I understood the distinction

between methodological and philosophi-

cal naturalism, I had two recurring

concerns. First, I feared that I was some-

how neglecting God in my work, despite

an active attempt to do my work “as

unto the Lord” (Col. 3:23–24). Second,

the atheist and agnostic scientists around

me seemed to be discovering real facts

about nature. This latter observation

bothered me because, having grown up

in the Bible Belt, I had spent time with

Christian brothers and sisters who re-

jected all music, literature, educational

styles, and so on that were not explicitly

Christian. My family did not do this,

nor did my church advocate it that I can

recall, but somewhere along the line

I internalized the belief that the work

and thinking of unbelievers were funda-

mentally flawed.
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My expectation, then, was that science as prac-

ticed by Christians should look very different from

science practiced by unbelievers. Thankfully, upon

coming to graduate school in San Diego, I began

worshiping at a church that gave me a theological

foundation that showed me why this was not neces-

sarily so. The pastor taught that because all people

are made in the image of God, we can expect every-

one to reflect God’s truth and goodness to some

extent. Also, just as he causes the sun to rise both

on the evil and the good (Matt. 5:45), God dispenses

incredible skills and intellect to all kinds of people

to bless the whole human family.2

We often hear the phrase “all truth is God’s truth”

and are rightly reminded that all knowledge and

wisdom come from above, but the larger context of

St. Augustine’s exhortation actually centers on this

idea of common grace: “A person who is a good

and true Christian should realize that truth belongs

to his Lord, wherever it is found, gathering and

acknowledging it even in pagan literature …”3 These

doctrines of the image of God and common grace

helped me see my non-Christian scientific colleagues

in a humbler and gentler light—despite our different

worldviews, we were all seeking and finding a real

form of truth.

Finding God’s Glory through
Methodological Naturalism
I still had the other concern, which was that while

I could see God’s purposeful hand in what I was

studying, it did not translate into my experimental

design or calculations or results in a manner that

clearly differed from my secular colleagues. I saw

God’s creation when I looked in the microscope;

I praised him for it; I even—tentatively—had some

water-cooler conversations with my colleagues about

it. But at the end of the day, how could I glorify

God if he was not “allowed” as an explanation for

the things I was studying? It felt contrived and dis-

honest to act as if God did not exist or was not at

work in the world when I sensed so strongly the

opposite, and yet that seemed to be the default

assumption in the scientific community.

Relief came, as I said, when I discovered that

acceptance of methodological naturalism does not

also require acceptance of philosophical naturalism.

At that time I was ignorant of the long history of

scholarly conversation on this topic—much of which

has taken place in this journal.4 What I discovered

was that not appealing to God in science is not the

same as denying his activity in the world—far from

it! Accepting that science is equipped to study only

a subset of reality (that which is accessible to empiri-

cal investigation) is very different from asserting

that everything that exists has come about by purely

material causes. Furthermore, the Bible reveals a God

who normally accomplishes his purposes through

means such as natural processes or human activity.5

His sovereignty and rational character give strong

support for believing that creation operates primar-

ily by regular principles that can be discovered

through science.6

A robust Christian theism sees science as a sys-

tematic way of discovering God’s means of creating

and sustaining the material world.7 In this light,

the entire scientific enterprise brings God glory

because it illuminates one of the two books of revela-

tion he gave us, the book of nature.8 Also, because

God is the author of all things (the “first cause”),

we need not worry that discovering natural mecha-

nisms (“second causes”) will, in any way, diminish

his creativity and glory.

As history has shown, appealing to nonnatural

explanations in the laboratory for phenomena we

cannot explain tends to short-circuit discovery and

gives the impression that God is at work only in

areas of mystery. Appealing to natural explanations

in science, on the other hand, helps us to better

appreciate those nonnatural explanations arising

from other disciplines and everyday life.9 For ex-

ample, we see God’s hand and purpose at work in

“knitting together” a baby in the womb, even as we

marvel at the perfectly natural, regular details of

the development process. Rather than causation be-

ing a zero-sum game in which teleological (that is,

relating to purpose) and mechanistic explanations

compete with one another, we can view them as

complementary accounts of reality.

Methodological Naturalism:
The Standard View
The distinction between methodological and philo-

sophical naturalism turns up most frequently in
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discussions of science and Christianity. In his impres-

sive volume Darwin’s Pious Idea, Christian philoso-

pher Conor Cunningham makes the distinction in

the first sentence of his 112-page chapter on natural-

ism, declaring methodological naturalism to be

“eminently sensible” and philosophical naturalism to

be “the liquidation of existence itself.”10 Scientism,

the closely related philosophical position that “sci-

ence is the only begetter of truth,”11 is, according

to Cunningham, “a massive intellectual pathology

being peddled in the West.”12

C. S. Lewis illustrates the difference between

methodological and philosophical naturalism in his

characteristically colorful style:

Science works by experiments. It watches how

things behave. Every scientific statement in the

long run, however complicated it looks, really

means something like, “I pointed the telescope to

such-and-such a part of the sky at 2:20 a.m. on

January 15th and saw so-and-so,” … Do not think

I am saying anything against science: I am only

saying what its job is … But why anything comes

to be there at all, and whether there is anything

behind the things science observes—something of

a different kind—this is not a scientific question.13

Of course there is much more to science than simple

observation, but here Lewis correctly points out that

science is limited in the kinds of questions it can

answer. Confusion often results when we fail to

recognize whether a given question is best answered

by science or by philosophy.

Philosopher Michael Peterson, in an article about

Lewis’s views on natural theology and science,

points out that

Lewis was a purist regarding the role of science

and rejected any notion that its methods can deal

with qualitative matters and values, let alone

prove (or disprove) a Transcendent Intelligence

or God.14

Lewis frequently appealed to philosophical design

arguments,15 but he rejected scientific design argu-

ments such as those made by the Intelligent Design

(ID) movement today. The problem with ID as a sci-

entific argument, Peterson points out, is that God’s

explanatory role in nature is made to compete with

natural explanations.16 Importantly, while several

kinds of natural theology arguments either implic-

itly or explicitly make the case for a Transcendent

Intelligence, Lewis shows that not all design argu-

ments are equally valid, and we ought not to feel

compelled to use weak ones.

In the early days of science, the practice of meth-

odological naturalism was an admission of the limi-

tations of empirical inquiry. The focus and function

of scientific methods were to elucidate the secondary

causes through which God works.17 Methodological

naturalism has been redefined over the past couple

of centuries as a way to distinguish science from

nonscience; now it is often used to cut the scien-

tific wheat from the religious chaff.18 As I am not

a philosopher, I cannot adequately comment on the

usefulness of methodological naturalism as a demar-

cation criterion. Its pre-nineteenth-century usage is

what I defend here.

Methodological Naturalism:
Rejected and Redefined
While it seems obvious to many of the working

scientists I know, even to those who are agnostics

or atheists, the view that science is silent on the

question of God’s existence is under assault in our

culture today. The so-called New Atheists loudly

declare that science, especially evolutionary biology,

is the “universal acid” (to borrow Daniel Dennett’s

image) that will dissolve traditional religion. Young

earth and old earth creationists, on the other hand,

reinterpret scientific findings to make them support

particular readings of the Bible. Both sides fall

prey to scientism and abuse the limits of scientific

knowledge.19

Modern science emerged in the Christian West,

and historians have demonstrated that certain

assumptions consistent with a biblical worldview

were important in its development.20 Methodologi-

cal naturalism was encouraged by devout natural

philosophers such as Francis Bacon, Robert Boyle,

and Isaac Newton, and the practice continues to be

defended by Christian scientists today.21 The ID com-

munity tells a different story, however. In a primer

about ID, William Dembski and Jonathan Witt argue

that methodological materialism (their term for

methodological naturalism) is inherently atheistic.

In their view, it represents a marketing strategy for

Darwinist ideology. They write,
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Only about one in ten Americans is an out-and-out

atheist, but atheists have managed to extend their

influence by selling religious people a related idea

called methodological materialism. In its most

ambitious form, methodological materialism says

that we can believe whatever we want in our

personal life, but when we’re doing serious aca-

demic work, we should only consider and defend

explanations fully consistent with philosophical

materialism.22

This view of methodological naturalism as a back

door to atheism and moral relativism represents

a clear departure from the traditional view, and it is

curious, given the sizeable number of scientists who

accept the convention and yet enjoy an abiding faith.

While not all ID advocates make this argument,

it has been observed that “the center of gravity of

the [ID movement] is a rejection of methodological

naturalism.”23 In his book Signature in the Cell, ID

theorist Stephen Meyer argues that methodological

naturalism is a restrictive and arbitrary standard in

science. In 2005, Judge John E. Jones ruled in the

famous Dover, Pennsylvania, trial that ID theory is

not science. Seeking to demonstrate why the ruling

was wrong, Meyer writes that Judge Jones rejected

ID as science because of methodological naturalism.

According to Jones’s definition (which Meyer rele-

gates to an endnote), methodological naturalism

is the “self-imposed convention of science, which

limits inquiry to testable, natural explanations about

the natural world.” In other words, the standard

definition, no supernatural explanations allowed.

But Meyer argues against Jones by using a subtly

different definition himself:

Methodological naturalism asserts that to qualify

as scientific, a theory must explain all phenom-

ena by reference to purely material—that is, non-

intelligent—causes. As Nancey Murphy explains,

methodological naturalism forbids reference “to

creative intelligence” in scientific theories.24

In Meyer’s view, methodological naturalism stipu-

lates that all intelligent causes, including natural ones,

are outside the bounds of science. Meyer then con-

cludes that Jones’s reasoning was circular. He writes,

Intelligent design isn’t science because it violates

the principles of methodological naturalism [sum-

mary of Jones’s ruling]. What is methodological

naturalism? A rule prohibiting consideration of

intelligent design in scientific theories [Meyer’s

definition].25

In other words, according to Meyer, ID is not science

because of an arbitrary rule. Importantly, Meyer’s

arguments against methodological naturalism work

by redefining it. He does not adhere to the tradi-

tional descriptions articulated by Judge Jones or

even Nancey Murphy, whom he cites in his own

definition. In the original context, Murphy’s phrase

“creative intelligence” clearly refers to a transcendent

supernatural being, not to just any intelligent agent.26

Very few scientists and scholars would agree with

Meyer that science tries to explain all phenomena by

reference to strictly nonintelligent causes. The true

disagreement is over whether supernatural causation

can be identified using the methods of science.

Meyer’s claim of a circular argument is a classic

equivocation fallacy.

Meyer goes on to argue that methodological natu-

ralism is constraining. As he points out, numerous

fields of science study or look for signs of intelli-

gence: archaeology uses cultural artifacts to recon-

struct past human activity; forensic science examines

evidence left at a crime scene to determine who was

responsible; and the SETI (Search for Extraterrestrial

Intelligence) project looks for alien communication

from outer space. If these endeavors do not count

as science according to methodological naturalism,

Meyer argues, then methodological naturalism must

be too restrictive a criterion for what constitutes sci-

ence. It is easily seen, however, that these fields do

abide by the traditional definition of methodological

naturalism, which only excludes supernatural expla-

nations, not all intelligent causes.

Meyer further contends that, in many cases,

methodological naturalism does no harm, but nei-

ther is it necessary. He gives an example: if someone

answers the question, “How does atmospheric pres-

sure affect crystal growth?” by saying, “Crystals

were designed by a creative intelligence,” she has,

according to Meyer, entirely missed the point—the

answer should be about the relationship between

gases and crystals. The question itself motivates the

kind of answer it receives, and there is no need to

prohibit inferences to a creative intelligence.27

This is true up to a point, but not all scientific

questions are posed so specifically. What if the

40 Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith

Article
A Defense of Methodological Naturalism



question were instead, “What makes a crystal

grow?” We could imagine a team of scientists going

to great lengths to quantify crystal growth under

different pressure and temperature conditions, and

with different mineral compositions, only to have

someone suggest that it was God—or the scientists

in the laboratory!—that made the crystals grows.28

While technically a legitimate response, it also

misses the spirit of the question and still leaves

open the question of how: the appeal to intelligence,

supernatural or otherwise, does not actually answer

the mechanistic question we seek to answer.

As can be seen in many of their writings, ID theo-

rists believe that modern science is fundamentally

flawed. In their view, we ought not to assume that

all natural phenomena have a natural explanation.

And certainly, as a Christian who believes that God

sometimes chooses to work outside of his regular

chosen means of ordering the world,29 I agree.

I question whether science is equipped to investigate

miracles, not whether they occur. Miracles appear,

to me at least, to be in the blind spot of science.

The great Cambridge astrophysicist Sir Arthur

Eddington gave a memorable analogy to illustrate

the limitations of science:

Let us suppose that an ichthyologist is exploring

the life of the ocean. He casts a net into the water

and brings up a fishy assortment. Surveying his

catch, he proceeds in the usual manner of a scientist

to systematise what it reveals. He arrives at two

generalisations: (1) No sea-creature is less than

two inches long. (2) All sea-creatures have gills.

These are both true of his catch, and he assumes

tentatively that they will remain true however

often he repeats it.30

One can immediately see the folly of assuming that

the net can sample all the sea creatures in the ocean.

Neither can science capture all of reality, including

the possibility of God’s direct action in natural

history.

Importance of the
Doctrine of Creation
Many have framed the concept of methodological

naturalism as meaning that when scientists go to

work, they either pretend that God does not exist or

that he is inactive in the physical world. For example,

William Dembski and Jonathan Witt write,

[Methodological naturalism] affirms not so much

that God does not exist as that God need not exist.

Its message is not that God is dead but rather that

God is absent. And because God is absent, intellec-

tual honesty demands that we get about our work

without invoking him.31

Clearly, if this is how people understand the prac-

tice, as I once did, there is justifiable concern.

No Christian, even for professional reasons, can or

should proceed this way, for to do so would quickly

lead to a deistic or even atheistic perspective.

This mistaken formulation is no doubt due in part

to the use of the word “naturalism.” Biologist Denis

Alexander argues that methodological naturalism is

perfectly sensible as a practice but as a term it can

easily be confused with philosophical naturalism.

We don’t call Christian accountants “naturalistic”

because of the absence of theological terminology

as they check the company accounts, any more

than we expect our doctor to use theological lan-

guage when she tells us that we’ve got the flu,

or the mechanic to refer to biblical texts when

servicing our car. The absence of specific refer-

ences to God does not render our lives suddenly

“naturalistic.”32

Alexander suggests we drop the term “methodologi-

cal naturalism” and simply talk about scientific

explanations instead. While this seems like wise

counsel indeed, it is hard to imagine that eliminating

the term would resolve all problems—especially

since the meaning of science itself has proven so

difficult to nail down.

For scientists to consciously glorify God in their

practice of methodological naturalism, I believe that

they must have a full-bodied embrace of the doctrine

of creation, such as that articulated by Robert Bishop

in an essay on the BioLogos website.33 Bishop points

out many aspects of the doctrine that are relevant

to science, but here I will comment on just two.

We have already noted that science arose out of

a Christian worldview that assumed intelligibility

and regularity in the created order. Theologians

speak of creation having contingent rationality:

not only is creation dependent on God’s continual

sustaining work, but God created freely, not out of
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compulsion. He could have created in any number

of ways but chose to do so in a way that is at least

partially intelligible to us through the means of

common experience and scientific testing. Because

of this contingency, we cannot simply reason our

way to an accurate picture of the natural world.

Consistent with the biblical invitation to “taste and

see that the Lord is good” (Ps. 34:8), we are called

to explore God’s creation with our senses and their

technological extensions.

Creation also has functional integrity, meaning it

has the capacity to be what God intends it to be in

Christ. As Bishop points out,

The regularities God established in creation that

minister to and provide the capacity for creation

to become what God calls it to be are the same

regularities that scientists study.34

Functional integrity does not entail an independently

functioning creation, however. In thinking about

natural laws, no doubt many of us envision a mechan-

ical clockwork universe. But the God of the Bible is

not distant from his creation—in Christ “all things

hold together” (Col. 1:17). G. K. Chesterton imagines

God sustaining creation with the energy and playful-

ness of a child:

A child kicks his legs rhythmically through excess,

not absence, of life. Because children have abound-

ing vitality, because they are in spirit fierce and

free, therefore they want things repeated and

unchanged. They always say, “Do it again”; and

the grown-up person does it again until he is

nearly dead. For grown-up people are not strong

enough to exult in monotony. But perhaps God

is strong enough to exult in monotony. It is pos-

sible that God says every morning, “Do it again”

to the sun; and every evening, “Do it again” to

the moon. It may not be automatic necessity that

makes all daisies alike; it may be that God makes

every daisy separately, but has never got tired of

making them. It may be that He has the eternal

appetite of infancy; for we have sinned and grown

old, and our Father is younger than we. The

repetition in Nature may not be a mere recurrence;

it may be a theatrical ENCORE.35

Probably few of us think about divine action in this

way, but I suspect it is closer to the spirit of bibli-

cal Christianity than the functional deism so perva-

sive in our churches today.36 Perhaps surprisingly,

methodological naturalism frees us to envision God

not as periodically “intervening” in our world

(a word which connotes meddling or tampering),

but as faithfully and lovingly preserving, redeeming,

and remaking all things in Christ. Methodological

naturalism, when practiced by a Christian, presup-

poses the sovereignty and consistent sustaining work

of God.

Some Advantages of
Methodological Naturalism
Peterson calls methodological naturalism

the idea that we should view science as a certain

epistemological portal that we have refined over

time and through which people of different reli-

gions, philosophies, and moral theories can make

progress explaining natural phenomena by refer-

ence to natural causes.37

At the beginning of this article, I touched on my

own pleasant experience of the communal nature

and truth-generating power of science, despite the

diverse worldviews of my lab-mates. Unfortunately,

these dual aspects of science have contributed to

a serious problem. The fact that science is so success-

ful irrespective of one’s religious persuasion has led

to the perception that science is about facts, while

faith is a mere matter of opinion. In reality, science

and faith are not comparable per se—the better par-

allel is between science and theology, both of which

generate truth claims through use of faith and rea-

son. As illogical as it is, many have concluded that

science is the basis of all true knowledge (that is, sci-

entism) and that it may even represent a promising

foundation for civil society. Lest we hold science

itself responsible for this unfortunate development,

we should remember that it is the good and noble

things in life that make for the most seductive idols.38

The fact that many in our age have worshiped at

the throne of scientific progress does not mean that

the practice of science is deeply flawed.39 As a scien-

tist, I see the collaborative success of science to be

among the strongest and most pragmatic arguments

for methodological naturalism. It just works.

Methodological naturalism also spurs us on

toward deeper investigation of the natural world.

What journal would accept a paper in which the

author argued that stars form from the spirits of our

ancestors, or that a tricky step in a chemical reaction
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proceeds by the help of angels? These examples are

silly, but the history of science is rife with examples

of now-understood phenomena that were once

attributed to the divine. With each new discovery,

God’s sphere of activity seemed to shrink. While it

may be argued that this concern does not merit a full

prohibition against appeals to supernatural causa-

tion, it does seem that such examples have occurred

frequently enough to cast doubt that God is ever

a good explanation. Recognizing God’s governance

over all of creation—whether we understand it or

not—helps us avoid the temptation to invoke a mira-

cle for some particular phenomenon.

Similarly, methodological naturalism prevents us

from demeaning God by pitting him against his own

creation. If it is to be either God or nature, we risk

bringing God down to the level of a second cause

such as photosynthesis or gravity. This way of think-

ing also tends to diminish God’s regular sustaining

activity in those parts of nature that we do under-

stand. Methodological naturalism, paradoxically,

helps us to appreciate perfectly legitimate non-

scientific explanations. For example, a farmer can

consider a rainstorm as an answer to prayer without

rejecting the meteorological explanation for why it

occurred.40 Causation is not a zero-sum game.

Methodological naturalism further prevents us

from trying to use science to answer ultimate,

“worldviewish” questions.41 Although it ably an-

swers the “How” questions, science will always fail

to answer the “Why” questions. How many times

have we heard the New Atheists declare that science

eliminates the need to believe in God? Equally disas-

trous are those attempts by well-meaning Christians

to prove God’s existence using science. Both sides

give too much authority to science and fall prey to

scientism. Methodological naturalism is a sensible

safeguard against such worldview creep.

Finally, coming back to a practical argument,

science depends on empirical evidence and testing.

Since God (or the Intelligent Designer, as the ID com-

munity would say) is free and unpredictable, virtu-

ally any empirical observation could be explained

as a result of design. Anyone who argues against

design based on flaws in the system can be thus

rebuked (and rightly so): who are we to say what the

Designer would or would not do? So, then, how do

we test hypotheses if we cannot make predictions?

Meyer argues that ID theory can be tested by com-

paring it to all other hypotheses. If design has more

explanatory power than all the others, it should be

accepted as an inference to the best explanation. The

problem, of course, is that the correct hypothesis

may not yet be on the table. By practicing method-

ological naturalism, one does not deny the presence

of design or teleology in the created order but sim-

ply removes it from the purview of science. And this,

as we have already seen, is fine—as long as we see

science as just one (albeit powerful) window into

reality.

Conclusion
Far from leading us down a slippery slope to deism

or atheism, methodological naturalism is a wise

practice for Christians. Limiting science to natural

explanations may not successfully uncover all the

causes at work within our world, but this should

not trouble us in the least—after all, it is not the job

of science to provide a comprehensive view of

reality.

Today, methodological naturalism is often mis-

used to remove all reference to God or spiritual

things from science. The version of methodological

naturalism I have defended here is consistent with

the view of Christian natural philosophers and sci-

entists of previous ages who sought to honor God

through their study of his creation. Methodological

naturalism, along with the doctrine of creation,

gives us freedom to explore God’s regular means

of creating and sustaining the material world.

In doing so, we can bring our Creator greater glory

and praise. �
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