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Sermon Notes – November 12, 2017 
“Faith and Science” 

Brian Walton 
 
 

 THERE IS A VIDEO TO RUN ON THE FIRST AND ONLY SLIDE OF 

THE SERMON.  I WILL ASK FOR IT TO BE PLAYED. 

The remarks of our newly appointed Governor-General set off a small 

fire storm in Ottawa with politicians and reporters anxious to get into the 

fray.  Opposition Leader Andrew Scheer wanting to roast the Prime 

Minister whenever possible quickly condemned Trudeau for not publicly 

critiquing Payette’s remarks.  Columnists in the National Post and on CBC 

news suggested that her remarks demeaned the beliefs of over fifty per 

cent of the Canadian population.  A CBC editorialist wrote: 

… if Payette is going to weigh in on these issues — and it's 
somewhat expected that she will, being an engineer and an astronaut 
— there is a proper way to do so. Had Payette used her platform to 
urge Canadians to be mindful of their carbon footprints, or laud the 
scientific breakthroughs in modern medicine … I'd probably (not) be 
writing (this column) … there is a difference between advocating for 
science and (calling others) dolts who still belief in horoscopes – or in 
God, for that matter … In what universe is it appropriate for Canada’s 
Governor General to do that? 

It is a good question whether the representative of the Queen who is, 

ironically, known as the “Defender of the Faith”, should be critiquing the 
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personal beliefs of Canadians.  But that is not my interest today.  Instead, I 

wonder whether Payette’s remarks imply a false dichotomy between those 

who hold a faith perspective and those who engage in science.  I would like 

to conduct a small survey this morning by asking that anyone with a 

science degree or who has worked in a scientific field or who has held a job 

that was informed by science to please stand.  Apparently, it is possible to 

pursue faith and scientific inquiry.  While I believe in the God-power, I also 

accept the theory of evolution; while I believe it is important to pray at a 

patient’s bedside, I celebrate the radiation that destroys the cancer; and 

while I like to sing hymns of faith on Sunday morning, I frequently choose 

the science column as one of my first interests in the daily news.  Why do 

some assume – perhaps including the current Governor-General – that 

faith and science are mutually exclusive.    

That faith and science seem to be in opposition is a consequence of 

the churches long history of asserting dogma with certainty and resisting 

new ideas into its worldview.  When Copernicus discovered that the earth 

was not the centre of the universe and Galileo validated his observations 

the Church of the day was not willing to change its thinking.  Throughout 

history the intransigence of some churches has produced a rift between 
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science and religion.  Even today there are religious people who dismiss 

any ideas that arise through the scientific method. 

By contrast, my life within the United Church has been filled with 

questions.  During my first year at theological college I was told by one of 

the professors that the only thing I would know for certain after graduation 

was that I knew nothing for certain.  As a result, I have had to relinquish the 

God of my childhood.  Archeologists have proven that the world was not 

made in seven days; medical science has not been able to replicate the 

resurrection; and astronauts have revealed that God is not in the heavens, 

at least not in the great expanse of inter-galactic space.   

I remember a young woman, a friend of my daughters, who was 

raised in a family where her father’s engineering talents created success 

and prosperity.  She found math and the natural sciences extremely 

exciting and, despite her mother’s insistence that they attend mass every 

Sunday, she confessed to me that she did not believe in God.  When I 

imagined the God that she had met in traditional religion – “O Worship the 

King, all glorious above, our Shield and Defender the Ancient of Days, 

pavilioned in splendor and girded with praise” – I had to acknowledge that I 

also didn’t believe in the God that she didn’t believe in.  Over the years I 
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have become much more comfortable with the term God-power to describe 

the force of creativity at work over the eons and the force of love evident 

when the human creature engages in selfless action.  As I’ve mentioned 

before I think of God more as a verb than a noun, and I believe that an 

active prayer life is intended to change me more then to influence some 

distant deity.     

I would be the first to say to Julie Payette that I agree that the world 

benefits from learned debate and scientific inquiry.  I do not believe, 

however, that the church and people of faith are solely responsible for the 

perception that science and faith can’t coexist.  In an interesting book on 

the nature of belief Graham Ward raises the question as to whether the 

modern world has simply replaced one intransigent way of knowing with 

another.  The scientific method embraces objective observation by a 

supposedly detached observer to conclude upon evidence-based data.  In 

the modern era science, rather than religion, gets to determine what’s 

“real”.  We know of course that much scientific research is carried out to 

benefit certain interest groups who want to retain economic privilege or 

personal power in the same way that the gospel was coopted by the church 

and other power cliques to ensure similar gains.  The result is the 
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perpetuation of an unhelpful dualism where science instead of faith gets to 

name what is real.  Graham Ward argues that there are at least two forms 

of knowledge.  The material world that can be observed and measured 

producing objective knowledge while the internal world of thoughts, feelings 

and ideas creates a subjective world which shapes how we live and love in 

community.  In my view it is this latter world where faith resides, where my 

relationship with the God-power is experienced, where I pursue St. 

Augustine’s insight that my heart will be restless until if finds its rest in the 

eternal.  To deny this inner world or to subject its validity to the adjudication 

of science is as damaging to the human enterprise as the church’s censor 

of Galileo. 

What I wanted to say to my daughter’s friend is to savour the 

movement deep inside of her when the vast prairie sky turns pink and 

purple and to utter a prayer of astonishment.  I wanted her to notice the 

dedication of a Mother Theresa who sacrificed every comfort to bathe the 

wounds of lepers and pray that such love should fill the world.  I wanted her 

to confess that the insights of the world’s finest minds could be  taken and 

manipulated to produce nuclear bombs and chemical weapons. I wanted 
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her to read ancient scriptures and listen to Indigenous stories and allow 

such teachings to shape her scientific inquiry. 

Our scripture reading today is chosen from a small portion of the 

Book of Solomon, a book not included in the protestant Bible but remaining 

in the Bibles of our Roman Catholic friends.  An explanation of that 

distinction is for another time – the reason I chose the Book of Solomon 

was because of its emphasis on wisdom.  Perhaps it is no surprise that 

wisdom in the Bible is defined in female terms for it appeals to something 

larger and more intuitive than simply knowledge.  Some have described 

wisdom as knowledge with understanding.  The dictionary defines it as: 

“the ability to use knowledge and experience with common sense and 

insight.”  It appears to me that wisdom engages both subjective and 

objective insights. 

I want to close with a story.  The story involves an acquaintance, the 

husband of one my former colleagues.  His name is Chris.  Chris works for 

the College of Veterinary Medicine at the U of S.  He is an expert on the 

intestines of cows and has recently achieved the rank of assistant 

professor.  He travels the world giving learned papers only to return home 

and fulfill the ordinary duties of a country vet.  When he isn’t performing a 
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C-Section on Sunday mornings he attends worship at the Anglican 

Cathedral or joins his wife for mass in her local parish or frequently does 

both.  So interested is he in the teachings of the Bible that in his ‘spare’ 

time he enrolls in theology classes to deepen his understanding.   

The other day Chris’ wife, my friend was telling me a story about her 

husband.  It both amused her and made her proud.  Apparently, Chris was 

out in a field huddling behind a bale of hay delivering a calf.  It was arduous 

work after a long night of after hour calls.  When he was done he collapsed 

for a few moments against the bale to close his eyes.  Suddenly he felt 

movement beside him and as he looked up he saw a cow very close.  It 

gradually laid its hulking frame on the ground next to him and then casually 

placed its head on his chest.  It may be that a scientist would want to 

investigate this occurrence, to test to see if it could be replicated with 

another cow or a different vet.  I heard the story as a person of faith, I 

thought of the ancient scripture suggesting that there would be a time when 

lion and lamb would lay down together.  I thought about Chris’ spirit familiar 

with the open prairie and nurtured by moments of prayer.  I wondered 

about the resonance between this beast of the field and this faith-filled man 
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of science.  I realized that while the scientist might want to proclaim 

“Eureka!”, I simply wanted to say, “Amen.” 

 


