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The proper relationship between science and religion is not always easy to navigate.  As a 

Catholic seminarian with a bachelor’s degree in physics, I have had direct encounters with this 

tension.  Yet for me, there does not seem to be a problem.  I see science and religion as distinct 

yet complementary disciplines enriching one another.  Trained both in science and theology, I 

see it as part of my vocation to communicate the proper relationship between the two disciplines, 

opening up avenues of dialogue and collaboration between people of science and of faith.  In 

coming to my own formulation of the relationship between these two disciplines, I have been 

especially inspired by the development of the Big Bang theory and its interpretation and 

misinterpretation in relation to the Genesis account of Creation. 

The perceived conflict between science and religion on the part of non-religious scientists 

is well-known.  I remember the day when a classmate in my undergraduate Atomic and Nuclear 

Physics class asked how I reconcile my Catholic faith with science.  I did not quite understand 

this question because no reconciliation seems necessary to me.  Science may raise questions for 

faith to consider and vice versa, but neither the faith nor science offers something unacceptable 

to the other. 

I later discovered that the problem of the relationship between faith and science does not 

merely come from non-religious or anti-science religious people, but is also provoked by pro-

science religious people.  Some people, such as my physics classmate, think the two are 

incompatible.  In other cases, perhaps with a zealous motivation to respond to accusations of 

incompatibility, people of faith can appropriate scientific discoveries as proof of religious 

doctrine.  Such appropriation is disconcerting for non-religious scientists and can present barriers 

against appropriate dialogue between faith and science.  This observation has provided further 
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motivation for me to want to communicate the appropriate way for people of faith to approach 

and interpret scientific developments. 

I found the development and interpretation of the Big Bang theory especially instructive 

as I contemplate this problem and how I feel called to address it.  In 1927, following upon Albert 

Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity, the Belgian priest Monsignor Georges Lemaître 

suggested that the universe could be expanding.
1
  Edward Hubble effectively confirmed this 

postulation through observations in 1929 leading to Hubble’s Law.
2
  In 1931, Lemaître built 

upon Hubble’s discovery by proposing the Big Bang theory, originally called the primeval 

atom.
3
  Lemaître suggested that the expansion of the universe could be traced backwards in time 

to a moment when all matter existed within a particular point.
4
  Stephen Hawking describes this 

concentration of the universe’s matter as a singularity, at which all laws of physics break down.
5
  

According to Hawking, because the laws of physics break down at a certain point, this moment is 

the literal beginning of space and time, and it is impossible to make observations prior to the 

singularity.
6
  On the other hand, Peebles, Page, and Partridge include themselves “among the 

many who suspect that better physics to be discovered . . . will remove this singularity, and teach 

                                                 
1. P. James E. Peebles, Lyman A. Page, Jr., and R. Bruce Partridge, Finding the Big Bang (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2009), 14. 

 

2. Peebles, Page, and Partridge, Big Bang, 11. 

 

3. Peebles, Page, and Partridge, Big Bang, 14. 

 

4. Peebles, Page, and Partridge, Big Bang, 15. 

 

5. Stephen Hawking, “The Beginning of Time,” http://www.hawking.org.uk/the-beginning-of-time.html 

(accessed September 18, 2016). 

 

6. Hawking does introduce “imaginary time” from quantum theory that allows a deterministic explanation 

of the Big Bang, without acknowledging any “real time” prior to the Big Bang.  Cf. Hawking, “The Beginning of 

Time.” 
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us what happened ‘before the big bang,’ or ‘at the big bang,’ or whatever is the suitable term.”
7
  

Some scientists offer the hypothesis of a series of universal bangs and contractions, a theory 

Lemaître found to have “poetic charm”, describing the universe as a “phoenix.”
8
  There is the 

possibility that gravity wave or neutrino astronomy could provide glimpses closer to the Big 

Bang.
9
   

When a Christian hears about the Big Bang, especially following Hawking’s 

interpretation, it is hard not to think of the traditional understanding of the Genesis account 

describing God creating ex nihilo.  In fact, some scientists were originally skeptical of Lemaître’s 

proposal, worrying he may have been motivated by religious doctrine.
10

  Pope Pius XII 

exacerbated this issue in an address to the Pontifical Academy of Sciences in 1951.  Attempting 

to demonstrate laudable Catholic support of modern science, the Pope stated, “it would seem that 

present-day science, with one sweeping step back across millions of centuries, has succeeded in 

bearing witness to that primordial ‘Fiat lux’ uttered at the moment when, along with matter, 

there burst forth from nothing a sea of light and radiation, while the particles of chemical 

elements split and formed into millions of galaxies.”
11

  The Pope was attempting to show that 

                                                 
7. Peebles, Page, and Partridge, Big Bang, 15. 

 

8. Georges Lemaître, “L’Univers en expansion,” Annales de la Société Scientifique de Bruxelles 53A 

(1933): 51-85; quoted in French in Peebles, Page, and Partridge, Big Bang, 41. My translation. 

 

9. Cf. Thomas K. Gassier, “The Emergence of Neutrino Astronomy,” AIP Conference Proceedings 1516, 

no. 1 (Feb 2013): 255-264; David Blair, et al., “Gravitational Wave Astronomy: The Current Status,” Science 

China: Physics, Mechanics & Astronomy 58, no. 12 (Dec 2015): 120402. 

 

10. John Farrell, The Day without Yesterday: Lemaître, Einstein, and the Birth of Modern Cosmology (New 

York: Thunder’s Mouth Press, 2005), 100. 

 

11. Andre Deprit, “Monsignor Georges Lemaître,” in The Big Bang and Georges Lemaître, ed. A. Berger 

(Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1984),  387; Pius XII, The Proofs for the Existence of God in the Light of 

Modern Natural Science (Un Ora), http://www.papalencyclicals.net/Pius12/P12EXIST.HTM (accessed September 

26, 2016), n. 44. 
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Christianity is not antithetical to scientific developments.  In fact, he argues, these developments 

support the faith. 

The Pope’s words disturbed Lemaître, according to a student in one of his graduate 

seminars.
12

  Lemaître believed the theory of the primeval atom was still in its infancy.  To 

declare vital truth dependent upon an immature theory was dangerous and reckless.  More 

importantly, “Lemaître argued that the temporal origin of his cosmological model in no way 

necessitated the conclusion that it was the moment of divine action from outside.”
13

  Lemaître 

was concerned that physicists would be hesitant to support the Big Bang if they thought it 

motivated by religious doctrine.  He explained this issue at a physics conference in 1958, hoping 

to undue damage caused by the Pope’s misappropriation: 

As far as I can see, such a theory remains entirely outside any metaphysical or religious 

question.  It leaves the materialist free to deny any transcendental Being. . . . For the 

believer, it removes any attempt to familiarity with God. . . . It is consonant with Isaias 

speaking of the ‘Hidden God’ hidden even in the beginning of the universe. . . . When 

Pascal tries to infer the existence of God from the supposed infinitude of Nature, we may 

think that he is looking in the wrong direction.
14

 

 I think there is a genuine danger in inappropriately interpreting scientific discoveries 

from a religious perspective, and yet it is a natural temptation for people of faith.  In order to 

promote stronger cooperation and dialogue between faith and science, it is necessary to identify 

and address this temptation.  As someone with both a science and theology background, I feel it 

is part of my vocation to communicate the proper relationship between the two fields, especially 

to people of faith.  Lemaître’s elaboration of the relation between the two disciplines is 

                                                 
12. Ernan McMullin, “How should Cosmology relate to Theology?” in The Science and Theology in the 

Twentieth Century, ed. Arthur Peacocke (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), 32; 53. 

 

13. Farrell, The Day without Yesterday, 206. 

 

14. Helge Kragh, Cosmology and Controversy: the Historical Development of Two Theories of the 

Universe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 60. 
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especially formative for me.  His comments illustrate how a person of faith ought to approach the 

Big Bang in particular and scientific discoveries in general. 

 From an early age, Lemaître seems to have perceived that science and religion have 

separate yet complementary domains.  In 1903, at the age of nine, Lemaître decided to be both a 

physicist and a priest.  In an interview with the New York Times, he later recalled, “ ‘exactly at 

the same time [as when he chose to be a physicist], actually in the same month as I remember it, 

I made up my mind to become a priest. . . . There were two ways of arriving at the truth.  I 

decided to follow them both.’ ”
15

  Lemaître saw a single source of truth, yet different ways of 

approaching this truth.  Each method reveals different aspects of that truth, and both need to be 

pursued and respected to gain a full appreciation of that truth. 

In the same interview, Lemaître commented on the perceived conflict between these two 

disciplines: “ ‘Do you know where the heart of the misunderstanding lies? . . . It is really a joke 

on the scientists.  They are a literal-minded lot.  Hundreds of professional and amateur scientists 

actually believe the Bible pretends to teach science.  This is a good deal like assuming that there 

must be authentic religious dogma in the binomial theorem’ ”
16

  Lemaître describes an 

appropriate approach to theology as realizing it does not attempt to provide scientific 

information.  Likewise, the domain of science does not contain religious doctrine.  He continues, 

“ ‘the conflict has always been between those who fail to understand the true scope of either 

science or religion.  For those who understand both, the conflict is simply about descriptions of 

what goes on in other people’s minds.’ ”
17

   

                                                 
15. Duncan Aikman, “Lemaître Follows Two Paths to Truth,” New York Times, February 19, 1933. 

 

16. Aikman, “Two Paths to Truth.” 

 

17. Aikman, “Two Paths to Truth.” 
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While they are distinct fields, an understanding of science can lead to a deeper 

appreciation of theology, and vice versa.  Lemaître explains that, once a scientific field has 

matured, “ ‘the sense that this is a morally ordered universe will be inculcated.  As soon as any 

science passes the mere stage of description it becomes a true science.  Also it becomes more 

religious.’ ”
18

  A scientific discipline never leads to religious knowledge, but it can lead to and 

support a religious sentiment.  One can see the beauty of God in the Big Bang and wonder at the 

gift God has given to humanity that allows understanding of cosmic mechanics. 

I find myself agreeing with Lemaître that science and religion must be acknowledged to 

have separate domains.  Lemaître approaches this relationship principally as a scientist with 

theological training.  I have found similar elaboration from my own Dominican tradition in 

Thomas Aquinas, who approaches the question principally as a theologian.  Aquinas furthers 

Lemaître’s position by adding elements of faith.  Combining these two thinkers helps me see the 

appropriate religious approach to the Big Bang, which I hope to integrate into my vocation so as 

to communicate and thus consequently improve the relationship between faith and science. 

Lemaître’s attitude toward the Big Bang is consistent with Aquinas’s teaching about the 

creation or eternity of the universe.  Aquinas taught that human reason could demonstrate neither 

the eternity nor the non-eternity of the universe, contrary to other theologians of the time, such as 

Bonaventure.
19

  Aquinas would be satisfied with Lemaître’s attitude toward the Big Bang.  This 

theory was developed using reason and points to some beginning of time.  But one cannot 

demonstrate this moment to be the absolute and unequivocal beginning of time, nor can one 

demonstrate that the universe existed prior to this point.  There is a limit to human reason.  

                                                 
18. Aikman, “Two Paths to Truth.” 

 

19. Thomas Aquinas Summa theologiae I q.46 a.1, 2; Bonaventure  In II Sent. d.1 pars 1 art.1 q.2. 
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Aquinas affirms God’s creation of the world as an article of faith, and that articles of faith cannot 

be proven because they are “evidence of things not seen” (Heb 11:1).
20

  Like Lemaître, Aquinas 

would not want to appropriate scientific theories for religious purposes.  The domains are 

separate yet complementary. 

Learning about the Big Bang and the different ways of interpreting it has informed the 

way I perceive my own vocation as a Dominican friar and future Catholic priest.  I hope to 

demonstrate that science and faith are distinct but complementary domains that support, 

challenge, and enrich one another.   

For the scientist, the Big Bang theory demonstrates the power and limits of human 

reason.  All people, including scientists, can awe at the power of the human mind to understand 

the dynamics of the cosmos.  Scientists also need to realize that the human mind cannot come to 

comprehend the entirety of the universe.  Some kind of faith is necessary.  At a minimum, one 

has faith that scientific laws apply throughout the universe and do not vary randomly.  Such faith 

leads one to believe that we can postulate the Big Bang.  Scientific discoveries such as the Big 

Bang do lead to a religious sentiment employing awe and faith, even if one does not believe in 

God.  This realization is a point of commonality between all people and could, perhaps, open 

doors to collaboration and dialogue. 

Even more important to the understanding of my vocation is what the Big Bang can 

reveal to Christians.  A Christian can look at the Big Bang theory and feel awe at the human 

capacity to understand the universe.  It is truly a gift of God to be able to hold the truths of the 

cosmological structure within our own minds.  This should lead to great respect for creation 

itself.  We see the relationship God has established, for us to “have dominion” over creation 

(Gen 1:28).  This does not mean we possess absolute control over creation, but that we are 

                                                 
20. Aquinas Summa theologiae I q.46 a.2 corpus.  All scriptural references come from NABRE. 
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placed as creation’s stewards.  Understanding creation through science should lead to a greater 

appreciation of the universe and hopefully inspire us to be good stewards of God’s gifts. 

I also perceive having a robust dependence on faith as an essential aspect to the Christian 

life.  I frequently return to this theme in homilies and interactions with the faithful.  We naturally 

desire to have proof of our faith and signs from God.  But what we actually need is to trust in 

God.  The central mystery of the Christian faith, the Resurrection of Jesus, is scientifically and 

historically unverifiable.  We have post-Resurrection testimony and records of a first century 

Jesus movement that give credence to the Resurrection, but no way to prove that event.  What is 

required is faith and trust in God.  Science cannot and should not prove the faith, because it then 

ceases to be faith.  We must acknowledge what God says through Isaiah: “As the heavens are 

higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, my thoughts higher than your 

thoughts” (Is 55:9).  We should hope that scientific developments not prove elements of the 

faith, and we should resist appropriating theories like the Big Bang for that purpose. 

Scientific developments can even encourage greater dependence upon faith and lead us to 

develop a more mature yet childlike faith (cf. Mt 18:3).  When we become too comfortable with 

some reality or belief, science can offer a challenge.  In response, we learn not to depend upon 

objective proofs of faith, but instead to have subjective encounters of trust in God.  The Big 

Bang offers this kind of challenge.  A naive Christian interpretation of the Big Bang is to see it as 

proof of Creation, an article of faith.  A more mature interpretation, however, following upon 

Lemaître and Aquinas, acknowledges the possibility of the eternity of the universe, from a 

scientific perspective.  This possibility and ambiguity should lead to a deeper understanding of 

Creation.  The book of Genesis is not a historical and scientific document, but the story of God’s 

care for the universe.  In resisting the temptation to interpret the Big Bang as religious doctrine, 
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we acknowledge doctrines of faith truly as faith over which we do not have control.  We 

acknowledge our own limitations and finitude, and we resist the audacious claim of scientifically 

proving God who is beyond scientific proof.  Other scientific developments can present similar 

challenges and encourage us to encounter a deeper meaning within Scripture beyond the surface-

level literal.  For example, theories of human evolution can provide challenges to the way in 

which we elaborate the traditional Catholic doctrine of original sin. 

Understanding the proper role and nature of faith in our lives is essential to the Christian 

life, which I see it as part of my vocation to communicate.  Part of how I see my role and my 

vocation is to communicate how to trust in God with childlike trust.  Rather than looking for 

scientific discoveries to prove our faith and disprove atheists, we might instead hope for 

scientific discoveries to challenge our faith, in order to give us an opportunity for detachment 

from material images of God and to abandon ourselves more into that childlike trust.  Science 

should inspire that childlike sense of wonder and awe at the amazing capacity God has given us 

to understand his amazing and rational creation.  It should also inspire in us the childlike trust in 

his care, providence, and fidelity.  When we as Christians are able to understand how our faith 

and science complement and enrich one another, we are then in a stronger position to 

demonstrate that there is no need for reconciliation between faith and science, and we are in a 

stronger position to collaborate with scientists. 


