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Science, Religion, and a Revived 
Religious Humanism

For over 150 years there has been a vital, and often contentious, dialogue 
between science and religion. In recent years, new energy and fresh public 
interest have been injected into this conversation. This largely has come about 
due to the new insights into religion and ethics achieved by collaboration 
between evolutionary psychology and cognitive and social neuroscience. 

What are the likely social consequences of this new interest in the 
relation of science and religion? There are at least three possible answers. 
One might be the new atheism exemplified by the writings of Richard 
Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris, and Christopher Hitchens.1 In this 
approach, the alleged defective thinking of the world religions is exposed, 
and a worldview and way of life based strictly on science are offered as 
replacement. A second option might be the return of a hegemonic 
dominance of religion over science. A third might be the emergence of a 
revitalized religious humanism of the kind that has happened on several 
occasions in the past in most of the great world religions. This last option 
is the one I will advocate.

What would this religious humanism be like? The major world 
religions would remain visible and viable as religious movements. But the 
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contributions of science would help these religions refine their interests in 
improving the health, education, wealth, and overall well-being of their 
adherents and the general population. In addition, the sciences would 
help them refine their grasp of the empirical world, about which they, like 
humans in general, are constantly making judgments, predictions, and 
characterizations. In my vision, the attitude of scientists toward religion 
would be first of all phenomenological; they would first attempt to describe 
and understand (in the sense of verstehen) religious beliefs, ethics, and rituals 
in their full historical context. But their interest in explaining some of the 
conditions that give rise to religious phenomena would not be inhibited 
by either religion or the wider society. Yet the wiser scientists would 
understand the limits of explanation, would hesitate to skip lightly over 
the initial phenomenological moment, and would be reluctant to plunge 
headlong into speculations about the ultimate truth or falsity of religious 
ideas and practices in the way exhibited by the new scientific atheism. 

On the other hand, the religions themselves can contribute to the 
sciences by offering hypotheses about how social and religious ideas, 
behaviors, and rituals can shape experience, even neural processes, often 
for the good but sometimes not. The religions can offer a more generous 
epistemology and ontology than science is inclined to find useful for the 
tight explanatory interests of the laboratory or scientific survey. This too 
might generate new hypotheses for scientific investigation. These would be 
some of the ground rules for how a dialogue between science and religion 
might stimulate a revived religious humanism.

Religious Humanisms of  the Past

To speak of a revival of religious humanism acknowledges that there have 
been many expressions of religious humanism in the past. I will limit 
myself to speaking primarily about Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The 
synthesis between Greek philosophical psychology and Christianity can 
be found in the use of Stoic theories of desire by the apostle Paul,2 the 
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presence of Aristotle’s family ethic in the household codes of Ephesians 
and 1 Colossians,3 and the Gospel of John’s identification of Jesus with 
the Platonic and Stoic idea of the preexistent “Word.”4 A more intentional 
religious humanism can be found in Augustine’s use of the neoplatonic 
Plotinus, especially in the philosophical psychology of remembrance in his 
Confessions (397 a.d.).5

But the most dramatic example of a religious humanism that spread 
simultaneously into Judaism, Christianity, and Islam can be found when 
the lost texts of Aristotle were discovered, translated, and appropriated by 
scholars from these three religions who worked at the same tables in Islamic 
libraries in Spain and Sicily during the ninth and tenth centuries. Richard 
Rubinstein, in his timely book titled Aristotle’s Children (2003), tells the 
story well.6 This study gave rise to forms of Aristotelian religious humanism 
in the works of Thomas Aquinas in Christianity, Maimonides in Judaism, 
and Averroës in Islam. On the American scene, one sees another form of 
Christian humanism in the synthesis of philosophical pragmatism, with all 
its influence from Darwin, and various expressions of liberal Christianity 
and the social gospel movement.7

Religious humanisms have not always flourished and are subject to 
attacks from both fundamentalists and scientific secularists. They need 
constant updating and vigorous intellectual development. But at their best, 
they make it possible for societies to maintain strong religious communities 
as well as integrating symbolic umbrellas that protect the productive 
interaction of the scientific and philosophical disciplines with the wider 
cultural and religious life.

Epistemological Frameworks  
for a Revived Religious Humanism

But on what epistemological and ontological grounds could such a dialogue 
between science and religion proceed today, especially if they were supportive 
of a revived religious humanism? In this book, I will address this question 
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as a Christian theologian. Furthermore, most of my illustrations will come 
from the Christian tradition. Although I am interested in the possibility of 
a more widespread revival of religious humanism in Judaism, Islam, and 
the other great world religions, my illustrations and arguments will feature 
the tradition I know best. This will be useful for another reason. Of all the 
great world religions, for a variety of internal and external historical reasons, 
Christianity has doubtless had the most vigorous encounter to date with 
the challenges and stimulations of the rise of science in the modern world. 

In my effort to demonstrate how the dialogue between science and 
religion can be productive, I will go two directions at once with varying 
degrees of evenness. To say it crassly, like the philosophical pragmatist that 
I am, I will try to show the payoff for both Christianity on the one hand and 
selected psychological disciplines on the other. I will attempt to show what 
Christianity can learn from some aspects of science that will refine, and in 
this sense improve, its grasp of its own religious beliefs, ethics, worship, 
healing, and spiritual practices. But I will also suggest ways in which these 
scientific disciplines can profit. By “profit,” however, I do not mean just 
getting more money in their research accounts, although that may happen 
as well. As I have already indicated, the modern psychologies, even in 
their properly naturalistic forms, can gain new hypotheses about how 
experience, including religious experience, shapes feelings, motivations, 
neural processes, and behaviors. With the advent of positive psychology 
in the work of Martin Seligman, Jonathan Haidt, Joshua Greene, and 
many others, an entire range of new research topics has emerged around 
love, forgiveness, wisdom, virtue, and spiritual transformation that was 
almost entirely absent from the psychological disciplines as recently as a 
decade ago. 

We live in a period of wider and more fruitful epistemologies that 
open new possibilities of research between science and religion, even 
between psychology and Christian theology, that need not threaten either 
and could indeed strengthen them both. I have been retired from the 
Divinity School of the University of Chicago for over six years. Since the 
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time of my official departure, several new collaborative research projects 
involving the natural sciences and the humanities—including theology and 
religious studies—have emerged around this university, which historically 
has been dedicated to graduate education and research. Today there are 
collaborative projects involving the natural sciences and the humanities 
that are proceeding on such diverse topics as spirituality and health, a 
science of virtue, wisdom, decision making, and anthropomorphism. They 
involve social neuroscientists, philosophers, political theorists, medical 
doctors, philosophers, social psychologists, sociologists, and theologians. 
Such collaboration at this university between science and the humanities 
would have been unthinkable during the peak of my active teaching years. 
It is interesting to note that the stimulators of much of this collaboration 
come from the burgeoning field of social neuroscience and such innovative 
and ecumenical scholars as John Cacioppo and Howard Nusbaum. Their 
knowledge of the neural plasticity of the human brain leads them to be as 
interested in how the external influences of social, cultural, and religious 
experience shape the physical base of our mental processes as they are 
in how these brain processes project themselves into our thoughts and 
behaviors. 

I recall a prediction made to me by a distinguished New York 
University psychologist in the early 1990s. He believed that the rise of 
the neurosciences would relegate most of traditional psychology to the 
humanities and that departments of psychology would become branches of 
biology and medicine. I can remember leaving his office in a slight fog of 
depression over hearing this possibility. In many places, however, just the 
reverse has happened. A new conversation between psychology as a natural 
science and the humanities has risen that may have immense fruitfulness 
for both fields of study.

But what epistemological and ontological frameworks should guide 
such a conversation and possible collaboration? I will propose in these 
lectures the resources of what the late French philosopher Paul Ricoeur 
would call either critical hermeneutics or hermeneutic phenomenology. I can 
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imagine that the very sound of these technical terms sends icy chills down 
the spines of some readers. I will try to explain them the best I can as I 
develop my arguments. 

I can say this much now. There have been in recent years important 
and powerful proposals about the significance of phenomenology for the 
psychological disciplines, especially the clinical disciplines. These have been 
advanced by Frank Richardson, Blaine Fowers, and Charles Guignon in 
Re-envisioning Psychology (1999) and by Philip Cushman in Constructing 
the Self, Constructing America: A Cultural History of Psychotherapy (1995).8 
But, from my perspective, these proposals move too far in the direction of 
making psychology a thoroughly interpretive discipline, nearly losing the 
element of objectivity, or what I will call, following Ricoeur, the moments 
of distanciation and explanation that psychology as a science also must 
always include. But I say these things now only to chart the course I will 
travel. I will say more about these cryptic remarks in a moment.

I start first, however, with the term hermeneutic phenomenology. 
Hermeneutic phenomenology is an offshoot of the European hermeneutical 
and phenomenological movements. The hermeneutic side ran through 
the work of German theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher, the historian 
Wilhelm Dilthey, and the philosophers Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg 
Gadamer, and Paul Ricoeur. This movement was concerned with questions 
about the appropriate interpretation of texts. It held that the quests for 
meaning by the human spirit were objectified in the great texts of the past, 
and that to retain this fund of meaning and insight, these texts required 
interpretation and internalization.9 The hermeneutic movement arose from 
the disciplines of history, literary studies, philosophy, and theology as part 
of the Geisteswissenschaften (the cultural or moral sciences) in contrast 
to the Naturwissenschaften (the natural sciences).10 The hermeneutic 
movement was particularly concerned to resist the naturalization of 
mind, that is, the modeling of mind after the objectifying sciences of the 
neurobiology, physiology, and physics of that era. To say it bluntly, the 
hermeneutic movement was a strategy in the humanities to counter what 
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my New York University psychologist friend thought was certain to happen 
when he made his prediction in the early 1990s. 

The hermeneutic movement had an interest in phenomenological 
description but primarily in the description of meaning housed in the 
great literary classics that were formative in shaping Western civilization. 
Phenomenology in the more rigorous sense of that term began with late-
nineteenth-century German philosopher Edmund Husserl. Husserl, 
however, advocated a kind of transcendental phenomenology that pursued 
a stringent description of the objects of consciousness when both the 
presuppositions of the existence of the personal ego and assumptions about 
the existence of objects in the external world were bracketed, suspended, 
or set aside.11

Hermeneutic phenomenology is different from Husserl’s transcendental 
reduction of both the existence of the objects of description and the perceiving 
and describing personal ego. Hermeneutic phenomenology should 
even be distinguished from William James’s kind of phenomenological 
psychology, which allowed the personal ego and its unique experiences 
as legitimate subject matter for phenomenological description.12 Husserl 
was too influenced by Descartes for my taste. He, like Descartes, founded 
epistemology on the pure ego that had been stripped of its linguistic and 
historical constitution. Early in his career, Ricoeur had published profound 
transcendental phenomenological studies of the essence of the will in 
Freedom and Nature (1966) and the fallibility of the will in Fallible Man 
(1965).13

But when Ricoeur decided he wanted to study the actual experience 
of human fault, in contrast to the mere possibility of fault, he turned to 
hermeneutic phenomenology and studied the epigenetic history of the 
Western symbols and myths of fault and evil in his monumental Symbolism 
of Evil (1967).14 The presupposition of this turn from pure phenomenology 
to hermeneutic phenomenology was the conviction that from the beginning 
the ego could not be the pure ego of Descartes and Husserl. It was, instead, 
both an embodied ego located in a desiring body and an ego constellated by 
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language, tradition, and symbols from our inherited cultural past.15 We are 
feeling and desiring creatures who project our feelings through mediations 
of linguistic metaphors and symbols. 

This is why Ricoeur, as do metaphor and cognitive theorists George 
Lakoff and Mark Johnson,16 believes that philosophy should anchor 
itself in the deep avowals and confessions of human consciousness that 
express themselves in metaphors and symbols.17 As Ricoeur wrote: “The 
symbol gives rise to thought” (Le symbole donne à penser).18 By this he 
means that philosophy, and by implication psychology, studies a human 
consciousness and unconsciousness that are mixtures of desire constellated, 
however vaguely, by the great metaphorical and symbolic resources that 
have formed a cultural tradition. If this is true, there is hardly any way that 
either philosophy or psychology can avoid the subjects of spirituality and 
religion. These symbols and narratives from our various cultural traditions 
already have in some way shaped the minds of both the psychological 
investigators and the subjects they study and try to heal.

So, Ricoeur’s hermeneutic phenomenology starts not in describing 
pure consciousness, as does Husserl’s, but in describing the embodied 
consciousness shaped by the metaphors, symbols, myths, and narratives 
mediated by interpersonal, social, and cultural traditions. But before we 
review how he brings into his hermeneutic description the distanciating 
and explanatory interests of the natural sciences, we need to learn a bit 
more about how hermeneutic phenomenology works. Hermeneutic 
phenomenology has four core ideas. 

The first core idea is Gadamer’s important theory of “effective history,” 
a concept that Ricoeur freely appropriates.19 This idea points to the situated 
character of all thinking and investigation. Historical texts, events, and 
monuments are not simply things that linger in the past and have no effect 
on us today. The past is mediated to us today and shapes us in myriad ways 
that we often cannot name or easily bring to consciousness. 

Second, this effective history shapes what Gadamer called our “pre-
understanding.” These pre-understandings are the inherited frameworks 
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that we rely on when attempting to understand our experience of the world, 
especially that which has already shaped us.20 We would not understand 
our everyday experience if we did not have this fund of interpretive 
frameworks accumulated through repeated successful understandings 
of past generations. From one perspective, these pre-understandings 
function like prejudices, but from another perspective they are comparative 
references that make sense of our experiences. They may need to be tested 
and, as I will argue, both science and religion can play a very important role 
in testing and refining some of these pre-understandings of our inherited 
cultural, spiritual, and religious traditions. But these pre-understandings 
from our effective histories should not be denied and suppressed, as more 
positivistic philosophy and science are inclined to do. They serve a purpose, 
and they cannot be tested if they are not interpreted and understood. Such 
testing and interpretation is part of the task of religious humanism and, as 
I will argue, both philosophy and the various psychologies can contribute 
much to this testing process. 

The third concept is about the most basic character of all human 
understanding. From the perspective of hermeneutic phenomenology, all 
understanding is like a dialogue or a conversation.21 In fact, understanding 
is a dialogue and conversation. The structure of a dialogue is an ontological 
feature of human consciousness. Understanding anything—be it a past or 
present event, a behavior, a conversation, a therapeutic exchange, a spiritual 
exercise, or a ritual process—is first of all a matter of dialogue. This may 
sound trivial, but the point is profound, especially when making this 
assertion to scientists. It is asserting, in effect, that understanding something 
is not first, and not fundamentally, an objective process. This claim is 
often difficult for scientists to comprehend, but this is precisely what the 
Richardson team and Philip Cushman are contending in their respective 
books reinterpreting the entire range of psychology and psychotherapy as 
hermeneutic disciplines.

The fourth concept is closely associated with the idea of all understanding 
as dialogue. It makes an important tie between understanding as dialogue 
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and the nature of moral thinking. Gadamer and Ricoeur believe that moral 
interests shape the understanding process from the beginning. This means 
that we do not first determine the objective nature of experience and 
the world and then determine how to apply this objective knowledge to 
concrete situations of moral action, even when these situations take the form 
of therapeutic interventions or care. Gadamer says it well when he writes: 
“We, too, determined that application is neither a subsequent nor a merely 
occasional part of the phenomenon of understanding, but co-determines it as 
a whole from the beginning.”22 By using the word application in this passage, 
Gadamer means practical moral application. This is my favorite passage from 
Gadamer. It asserts that there is an unbreakable tie between understanding 
and practical moral reason. Understanding can never be totally neutral nor 
objective; our practical interests and pre-understandings will always enter 
into the picture, shaping understanding from the very beginning.

The Role of  Objectivity or Distanciation

I can imagine by now that many of you are becoming nervous. Isn’t 
science about objectivity, explanation of causes, controlled observations, 
and, if possible, experimentation so that variables can be controlled and 
manipulated? And, of course, the answer must be yes. These are legitimate 
interests of science, and they make science what it is. This leads me to 
advocate not only a hermeneutic phenomenology as a beginning point for 
both philosophy and psychology but a particular version of that point of 
view called critical hermeneutics or hermeneutic realism. This view is also 
associated with the hermeneutic philosophy of Paul Ricoeur in contrast to 
the hermeneutics of Gadamer and his teacher Martin Heidegger. Critical 
hermeneutics finds a place for explanation and the kind of epistemological 
distance that we mistakenly call objectivity.23 In other words, Ricoeur’s 
view of hermeneutics finds a place for what we call science. But for him, 
and for me, the explanatory and distancing objectives of science do not 
stand on their own foundation. They evolve out of a prior understanding of 
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the effective history that shapes us all and then returns to that history with 
refinements and adjustments to the massive funds of wisdom and insight 
that tradition delivers to us from the tested, and sometimes not-so-tested, 
experience of the past.

Ricoeur is actually critical of Gadamer for his neglect of science in his 
dialogical view of human understanding. In his book Hermeneutics and the 
Human Sciences (1982), Ricoeur suggests that the very title of Gadamer’s 
magnum opus reflects a neglect of science. He writes: “The question is to 
what extent the work deserves to be called Truth AND Method, and whether 
it ought not instead to be entitled Truth OR Method.”24 By the word method, 
Ricoeur is referring to Gadamer’s neglect of the role of distanciation and 
causal explanation in the larger framework of understanding. Gadamer, 
Ricoeur explains, was so concerned with what he called “alienating 
distanciation” (Verfremdung) and its influence on disconnecting modern 
consciousness from tradition that he unfortunately neglected science and 
explanation altogether.25 Gadamer’s concern has been transmitted to Frank 
Richardson and his team, who see the alienation of modern consciousness 
from tradition wrought in part by scientific psychology and psychotherapy 
as resulting in a kind of “ontological individualism” that gives “primacy 
to individual self-fulfillment,” dissociated from the wisdom and claims of 
tradition.26

To counter this neglect of science in a hermeneutic model of human 
understanding, Ricoeur proposes substituting the concepts of distanciation 
and diagnosis for the concept of objectivity.27 To illustrate the meaning 
of these concepts, one can turn to the way a medical doctor or even a 
psychotherapist might use the more scientific diagnostic tools of her 
profession—in medicine, the blood pressure monitor, stethoscope, x-ray 
machine, or CT (CAT Scan), or in psychology, the DSM-IV, TAT, 
Rorschach test, any number of pencil and paper tests, or even PET, SPECT, 
or the fMRI. The use of such instruments for diagnostic purposes generally 
will be preceded by an interview—indeed a conversation—about how the 
subject feels, thinks he feels, thinks is right or wrong with his functioning, 
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work life, marital life, or friendships. According to Ricoeur, what the 
physician and psychologists learn from the objective instruments gains its 
meaning significantly with reference to the embodied subjectivity, lived 
experience, and encoded effective history of the patient or client.

With this illustration in mind, we can comprehend how to envision 
explanation as not pure objectivity without presuppositions but degrees 
of distanciation that make sense only in relation to describing a more 
basic foreground of social and historical experience, belonging, and 
embeddedness. Hence, rather than celebrating either extreme—the 
pretensions of objective science or Gadamer’s uncritical embeddedness in 
tradition—Ricoeur asks: “Would it not be appropriate . . . to reformulate 
the question in such a way that a certain dialectic between the experience 
of belonging and alienating distanciation becomes the mainspring, the key 
to the inner life, of hermeneutics?”28 

Hence, for Ricoeur, truth—which he identifies with the hermeneutic 
understanding of the effective history that has formed us—and scientific 
method and explanation are not viewed, as they are for Gadamer, as a 
matter of either-or. Rather, he sees truth and scientific method as “a 
dialectical process.”29 I must point out, however, that it is precisely the 
act of including explanation as a submoment of understanding that turns 
hermeneutic phenomenology into critical hermeneutics of the kind that I 
am advocating. In this model, the task of explanation is important and in 
some instances can contribute refinement and critique to the great fund 
of inherited wisdom (as we will see in chapter 2 and throughout my later 
arguments).

This is the epistemology that I believe should guide the dialogue 
between science and religion, especially the dialogue between religion 
and the psychological scientific disciplines. This is the model that will 
bear the most fruit in studying human consciousness, its preconscious or 
unconscious depths, forms of healing and psychotherapy, the analogues 
between psychotherapy and spirituality, or the processes of moral and 
spiritual development. This is also the model I recommend for reviving 
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both religious humanism in general and Christian humanism in particular. 
An epistemology that prioritizes understanding over explanation leads 
one to take the effective history of the past with the utmost seriousness. It 
provides models of consciousness, prototypes of intervention, and traditions 
of confession, restoration, and healing that the modern disciplines may be 
able to refine but not completely invent. Science will move more firmly and 
successfully into the future if it also keeps in touch with the past.

Beginning with the Traditions That Form Us

I have confessed already that I will illustrate many of my arguments with 
the tradition I know best—the Christian tradition. This is not just a 
confession of my own limitations but a strategy that a critical hermeneutical 
phenomenology itself also demands. Because of the massive influence of 
Christianity on the institutions, cultures, and effective history of the West, 
this tradition—in its interaction and absorption of elements of Judaism, 
Greek philosophy, and Roman and German law—constitutes an important 
part of the effective history and consciousness of vast numbers of people, 
even those who do not profess this religion or any religion at all. The dialogue 
between science and religion, or between religion and the psychological 
disciplines, should not neglect this tradition of understanding.

This message is especially relevant to the new movement of positive 
psychology. Of all the movements in psychology today, it has returned to a 
vital dialogue with the traditions of the past for inspiration, new hypotheses, 
and the possible refinements that science can offer. One can see this trend 
in Jonathan Haidt’s well-received The Happiness Hypothesis: Finding Modern 
Truth in Ancient Wisdom (2006).30 Throughout this engaging summary of 
many of the advances in positive psychology, Haidt is constantly referring to 
the treasures of the great religious and philosophical traditions of the world, 
especially Buddhism, because of its sophisticated philosophical psychology.

The psychologically literate philosopher Owen Flanagan, although not 
a positive psychologist, used the fruits of that field extensively in his recent 
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Templeton Lectures titled The Really Hard Problem: Meaning in a Material 
World (2007).31 But he, like Haidt in his appropriation of the insights of the 
past, skips rapidly from the eudaimonism of Aristotle to his interpretation of 
the emphasis on mindfulness, nonsuffering, and human flourishing found 
in the texts of the Buddha and some of his philosophical followers.32 In the 
process, Flanagan fails to trace the mixture of Aristotelian eudaemonism 
and Christianity that developed in the philosophical psychology of Thomas 
Aquinas, his followers, much of the Protestant Reformation, and the great 
tradition of Roman Catholic social teachings which has had so much 
influence on the human rights movement of the modern world.33

My point is that in reviving the tradition of religious humanism 
through a dialogue between science and religion, and between religion and 
psychology, we must not neglect the effective history of the West. At least 
some of us should be permitted to start in our own backyards. And if we do 
that, we will gain even more and firmer insights and then gradually expand 
our dialogue to include the rest of the world.


