What a theologian should be able to expect from a Christian scientist
By Max Reams

When scientists and theologians talk together about common issues, there are some basic things needed to make the dialog a positive experience.  If the theologian and the scientist are Christians, both should expect openness, equality, respect, honesty, and encouragement.
Our discussions need to be open.  We should be frank with each other and agree to critique each other’s logic.

It may come as a surprise to some that scientists and theologians are more alike than people give us credit! 

For example, we both use the two basic methods of reasoning: inductive and deductive.  We both work from observations and specific examples to develop general ideas-that is inductive thinking.  We also work out from general ideas to make specific applications or predictions-that is deductive thinking.
Scientists and theologians both do this.   A theologian can expect that my methods of reasoning are not dissimilar from hers or his.  We have mutual ways of approaching what we know or can learn. 
One of the problems we face is that of vocabulary.  Every field of study has its own jargon.  And that presents a barrier that we need to recognize and work with.  Sometimes words do not have the same meaning in different disciplines.
For example, when we say, “I know”, it may mean something quite different in science and theology.  When a scientist says she or he knows something, this is a statement of the current state of knowledge, as defined by data gathered and assembled into hypotheses.  These hypotheses have been refined through much argument and criticism until the information has risen to the level of a theory, or perhaps, a paradigm.
In science, to know, is to feel confident that an idea has been scrutinized thoroughly to the point of wide, although not necessarily universal acceptance by experts in the field.   I need to take care to assure a theologian that this is the background on which I make the statement, “I know”.  
To know in science is not a statement of religious belief, but a confidence in the methods of science to this point in time.  Many discussions that seem to pit science against religion have risen because our word definitions are not the same.  I need to clarify the level of knowledge I am discussing.
In sessions where scientists and theologians have been in formal dialog, it has been clear to me that we both need to define our words so everyone knows what is being said.  Definitions can help us understand each other.
Let me give an example.  In Antarctica a T. rex type of dinosaur fossil was excavated from 12,500 feet up on Mt. Kirkpatrick (14, 855 feet tall) less than 400 miles from the South Pole.  The conditions of excavation were quite challenging!  Jackhammers and dynamite were necessary to remove the dinosaur from the hard siltstone.  Travel to and from the site was by helicopter, when not hindered by weather.  Additional fossils found in the same layer of rock as the T.rex type dinosaur include tree trunks, a flying reptile, an herbivorous dinosaur, and a mammal-like reptile.  Layers of rock covering the dinosaur-bearing stratum alternate between lavas like those you would see in Hawaii today and beds containing fish fossils and clams.  These fossils resemble freshwater fish from ponds today.  The lava rock has been dated by radiometric means at 175 million years. Below the dinosaur bearing layer are rocks with fern fossils like you would find in much warmer climates.  For details, see: http://www.augustana.edu/academics/geology/department/antrctca.htm
http://www.tyrrellmuseum.com/events/index2.php?strSection=8
What do I make of these observations?  

From induction and deduction I piece together the local earth history as follows:

Rocks below the dino-layer were formed long before the dinosaurs popped out of their eggs!  The climate was much warmer and at a lower elevation than where we find them today. During the time these dinosaurs lived the land was also much lower and warmer (there are no trees or reptiles in Antarctica today.)  
The dinosaur was covered by mud, perhaps by a river in flood, based on the type of sediment.  After untold millennia, volcanoes erupted lava, alternating with the formation of lakes, as evidenced by fish and clam fossils in them.  Then we have a gap in the local record of the rocks, erased by the uplift of the mountains, followed by erosion, the movement of Antarctica further south with attendant glaciations.
I have used a combination of inductive and deductive thinking to unravel this bit of earth history.  I must be open with the theologian about the sources of my information, the reasoning I have followed, and the level of assurance I have in the data gathered to construct an interpretative model.  This should represent my best understanding of the observations.
As a scientist, I must be open to the theologian’s analysis of my logical process.  I may be blind to holes in my approach and he/she should call me on it!  Theologians are more thoroughly schooled than most scientists in philosophy, so I would appreciate it very much if she/he would point out where my logic is off base.  A theologian should expect me to be open to his/her thoughtful critique of my reasoning processes and logical errors.
The theologian should expect me to treat him/her with respect and equality.   We each have our areas of expertise.  I must not pretend to be an expert in theology!  We must respect our backgrounds, our commonalities, and our differences. 
I must never approach a theologian with a condescending attitude.  If we look to each other with respect, our conversations can yield mutual benefits.   A sense of superiority will not help our conversations to be fruitful.  
If we enter our discussions as two experts trying to understand how we approach a problem, we can both learn and benefit.  We have so much to learn from each other!  The world needs us to work in humility, realizing that we need the others’ expertise to achieve a reasonable harmony.  The world is watching!
I need to be honest in our discussions.  We must treat each other in a humane manner.  An excellent example of this comes from the early 1830s in England.  An Anglican clergyman named Adam Sedgwick had accepted the position at Cambridge University as professor of geology.  It was an on-the-job training experience but he learned fast.  This was during the so-called “heroic era” of geology.  
Sedgwick was one of the “heros”.   On one of his famous field excursions he took as his field assistant a young man who had just graduated from college. The young man’s name was Charles Darwin.  The two developed a close working relationship and remained friends for the rest of their lives.  However, when Darwin proposed his theory of natural selection to explain the diversity of life on Earth, Sedgwick disagreed profoundly.  They never resolved their disagreement but always maintained their friendship.   
They agreed on the antiquity of the earth but not on how the diversity of life came to be.  Sedgwick believed that the changes of life forms through time were under a Divine hand.  He could not stomach Darwin’s “natural” method for developing new species.  The important part of this story is that their differences did not rupture their relationship.
It is incumbent on me, as a scientist, to treat my theological colleague in a humane manner and, at all times, to be honest.  We do not expect 100% agreement on outcomes and applications, but kindness should be a guiding rule.  I have had numerous interactions with theologians during my time at Olivet.  
The experiences I value most have been in a spirit of mutual respect and honest sharing of information that is helpful to both of us.  Some of my best reconciliations of Scripture with science have come from theologians.  It never hurts to simultaneously be friendly and honest!
A theologian can expect me to openly discuss topics of shared interest.  I am fascinated by the opportunities open to us as we expand our understanding of the God Who is active in the universe.  

I am anxious to know what archeology, church history, and great Christians have to say concerning my discipline and science in general.  The theologian’s historical perspective can be so useful to me, as a scientist.  It helps to understand the background of religious thought as it relates to science.
The interface of science and theology can be an exciting arena to discuss ideas.  As we are open to the insights our respective fields have to offer, we can learn much.  We should not expect complete congruence, but we should part with fresh thoughts and hopeful expectations as we have humbly shared together.

I need to make it clear to a theologian about uncertainties that I have concerning various issues in the arena of science and faith.  We need to have the freedom to explore difficult areas.  The path of understanding can be a tortuous one.  As we walk this road together, sharing ideas in an atmosphere of respect and humility is important.  
Uncertainties and diversity of thought exist in both our realms.   As we understand this diversity through sharing, it can impact our considerations and help us work toward better resolutions.  This mutual approach of honesty and openness leads to fruitful discussion and can help us resolve, to the best of our abilities, seemingly difficult connections between science and theology.

I want to convey a spirit of encouragement in our discussions.  We live in a world that portrays negativity.  We are daily soaked with negative media attacks.  Unfortunately, the media seems to thrive on portraying differences between science and theology as though the two can never be reconciled.  A positive interaction between our fields is rarely reported.  
This negative portrayal must not color our discussions.  So, when I meet with a theologian, encouragement is a key factor.  We need to believe that our work is not antagonistic but mutual.  
Encouragers are a rare commodity.  We must seek to encourage each other at every opportunity.  It is easy to become discouraged when working on tough problems.  Words of encouragement help keep hope alive.  And hope provides fuel for our discussions to be fruitful.  

So, a theologian should expect from me, a scientist: openness, mutual respect, equality, friendly honesty, and encouragement.
At the end of the day, we should return to our homes with a fresh sense of appreciation for our respective areas of study and a humble realization that we don’t know it all.  Our broadened perspectives should instruct us in humility!  It helps our attitudes when we realize how little we know.  
We should come away with a warm feeling toward someone who, at first, may have seemed distant from us.  In the end, we should feel we have learned something from each other and grown in the knowledge of Jesus Christ.  We want to contribute toward a connection that is redemptive and evangelical, so the world may know that there are no reasons for lack of faith, only excuses!
