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Introduction

hy rationality? The answer to this question has not been an
easy one. I do know, however, that writing this book on the
problem of rationality has been a life-changing experience that started a
long time ago with a lingering fascination with a rather abstract, theo-
retical problem, and ends now with a profound and humble awareness
of the deeply spiritual nature of the human self as embedded in the
complexities of everyday life. My initial and ever-increasing tascina-
tion has been with the sheer fact of human intelligence, and with the
spectacular difference its presence and almost limitless achievements
have made in our time. As time went by, however, the contours of the
problem shifted as the theologian in me pushed further and started
wondering about the relationship between intelligence and rational-
ity, and about how the uniquely human ability and skill of being ratio-
nal in belief and action could ever be brought to bear upon what
seemed to be a distant and remote world — the world of faith and reli-
gious commitment. From here it has been a short step to what has be-
come one of the most pervasive and exciting problems of our time, the
relationship of life-changing religious faith to the overwhelming and
ongoing successes of contemporary science. It took me a long time,
however, to grasp that in trying to understand what scientific reflection
is about, and in trying to understand what theological reflection is
about, the answer lay hidden in the understanding itself.
So, I do want to attempt an answer to the perplexing question
why rationality? 1 now believe that the problem of rationality holds the
key to understanding the forces that have shaped the radically differ-
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ent domains of theology and of the sciences, today widely regarded as
two of the most enduring, but also controversial, cultural achieve-
ments of our species. I also believe that the problematical relationship
between these two cultural forces should be seen as the contemporary
form of the age-old “faith and reason” problem par excellence. We are
indeed the children of modernity, and the often stellar performances
of the sciences in our time have again managed to elevate this mode of
human knowledge to a status so special and superior that it just had to
emerge as the paradigmatic example of what human rationality
should be about. In stark contrast to this, religious faith, and theology
as a reflection on religious faith, seems to be sliding down the lonely
road toward irrationality as it increasingly has to come to terms with a
breathtaking and bewildering pluralism of faiths, churches, doctrines,
practices, and theologies.

Has science then finally claimed rationality, that most unique of
our human abilities, at the expense of religious faith and theological
reflection? This book will answer this question with a resounding
“no,” and will point the way to an unexpected, if not startling, discov-
ery: rationality is alive and well in all the domains of our human lives.
Rationality may turn out to have many faces, but rationality also ulti-
mately defines who we are as a species, and rationality will hold the
important and only key to bridging the different domains of our lives
responsibly. In fact, rationality is all about responsibility: the responsi-
bility to pursue clarity, intelligibility, and optimal understanding as
ways to cope with ourselves and our world. The pursuit of intelligibil-
ity and optimal understanding will emerge here as possibly the most
important epistemic goals that shape the way we interact with others,
ourselves, and our worlds on a daily basis. And so we will discover that
all the many faces of human rationality relate directly to a pre-
theoretical reasonableness, a “common sense rationality” that informs
and is present in all our everyday goal-directed actions. It is in the pur-
suit of these goals and ideals that we become rational persons as we
learn the skills of responsible judgment and discernment, and when
we articulate the best available reasons we have for making what we
believe to be the right choices, those reasons we have for holding on
to certain beliefs, and the strong convictions we have for acting in cer-
tain ways.

In the course of this book we will also see that we cannot talk ab-
stractly and theoretically about the phenomenon of rationality any-
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more: it is only as individual human beings, living with other human
beings in concrete situations and contexts, that we can claim some
form of rationality. In this sense rationality will be revealed as always
person- and domain-specific, as we discover it as present and operative
in and through the dynamics of our words and deeds, and alive and
well in our discourses and action. But as we turn rationality on itself
and probe our various forms of understanding, we will find ourselves
confronted with maybe the biggest challenge of all: both the tradi-
tional domains of science and religion have now woken up to find
their identities challenged and changed by a new and pervasive
postmodern culture. And in this postmodern world, should we not be
taking seriously the “end of philosophy” talk, the jettisoning of all
epistemology, and giving up our quest for finding the resources of ra-
tionality that our different domains of knowledge may share? More
disturbingly, we will discover that it is rationality itself that has been
the prime focus of the postmodern challenge. This is a challenge that
has to be taken on directly, for if we let rationality slip away, we will
be losing that which gives us our identity as human beings. The spe-
cial focus of the postmodern challenge to human rationality will
therefore be found in the challenge to revision the notion of rational-
ity in such a way that all our reasoning strategies will ultimately again
benefit from the rich resources of rationality. And it is precisely in try-
ing to detect the presence of rationality in discourses as different as
theology and the sciences that we will turn away from overly narrow
and “rationalistic” notions of rationality: rationality will indeed turn
out to have many faces, and is indeed as many-sided and wide-ranging
as the domain of intelligence itself.

In the wake of the postmodern challenge to rationality we will
therefore be pursuing the possibility that shared rational resources
may actually be identified for the sciences, for theology, and for other
forms of inquiry. Then we will proceed to ask what special link this
may have opened up between different modes of human knowledge,
and especially whether any form of interdisciplinary rationality can be
credibly achieved — an interdisciplinary rationality that might finally
support the claims by at least some in the theological epistemic com-
munity for a public voice in our complex, contemporary culture. On
this view both theologians and scientists should be empowered to
identify the rational integrity of their own disciplines by offering their
own sources of critique and justification, and thereby answer to what
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will turn out to be one of postmodernism’s most powerful challenges:
neither theological reflection nor the many forms of contemporary
scientific reflection require universal epistemological guarantees any-
more. In this book I will therefore focus on the enduring problems re-
sulting from theology’s epistemic isolation in a pluralistic, post-
modern world. And as we will see, it is the problem of pluralism that
will provide us with the key to argue for the interdisciplinary nature
and status of theological reflection.

In my recent Duet or Duel? Theology and Science in a Postmodern
World (1998a) I argued that precisely in the interdisciplinary conversa-
tion between theology and the sciences of cosmology and evolution-
ary biology there are rich resources for retrieving an integrative ap-
proach to human knowledge that would be neither modernist nor
foundationalist in nature. Moreover, I argued in this book that theo-
logical reflection is not only radically shaped by its social, historical,
and cultural embeddedness, but also by the biological roots of human
rationality. Especially in contemporary evolutionary epistemology we
find surprising, if not startling, attempts to facilitate precisely the
most difficult challenge of a constructive form of postmodern critique:
the need for a more comprehensive and integrative approach to the
problem of human knowledge that will not again totalize our views of
human rationality into new and oppressive metanarratives.

I will not return here to this line of argument in my current at-
tempt to explore the shaping of rationality, but much of what I argued
in this recent book will be presupposed in this text. At this point it suf-
fices to say that the basic assumption of evolutionary epistemology is
that we humans, like all other living beings, result from evolutionary
processes and that, consequently, our mental capacities are con-
strained and shaped by the mechanisms of biological evolution. I ac-
cept, at least in a minimalist sense, that all our knowledge, including
our scientific and religious knowledge, is grounded in biological evo-
lution. And if human knowledge results from, and is shaped by evolu-
tion, then the study of evolution should be of extreme importance for
an understanding of the phenomenon of knowledge. Various philoso-
phers have argued that it should not at all surprise us that as human
beings we could have acquired intelligence, enabling us to secure in-
formation and survive in our world. As Nicholas Rescher has correctly
pointed out, intelligence naturally arises through evolutionary pro-
cesses because it provides one very effective means of survival. Ratio-
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nality, seen in this broadest sense of the word as our particular human
ability to cope with our world through optimal understanding, can
therefore be seen as conducive to human survival, and the explana-
tion for our cognitive resources as fundamentally Darwinian (cf.
Rescher 1992:3f.). In fact, Rescher’s observation here is sharp and to
the point: the imperative to understand is something altogether basic
for homo sapiens. In fact we cannot function, let alone thrive, without
reliable information regarding what goes on about us. Intelligence is
therefore our peculiar human instrumentality, a matter of our specific
evolutionary heritage, and rationality will then primarily consist in
the intelligent use of our unique ability for rational judgment, which
ultimately determines the life-determining choices we make. We will
see, then, that in this sense optimizing our ability for critical judg-
ment regarding what we think, do, and value, indeed forms the crux
of human rationality.

In Duet or Duel? 1 also argued that evolutionary epistemology —
in spite of some of its inherent limitations — may facilitate a post-
foundationalist notion of rationality that could actually take us be-
yond the confines of traditional disciplinary boundaries and modern-
ist cultural domains. This notion of a postfoundationalist rationality
will emerge as the central theme of this book. But what is presupposed
here is that evolutionary epistemology, rightly understood, may in-
deed facilitate an interdisciplinary account of all our epistemic activi-
ties. An exploration into the interdisciplinary nature of specifically
theological reflection will not only facilitate the revisioning of the na-
ture and standards of theological reflection, but should also show how
firmly religion and religious reflection are embedded in our culture to-
day. Probing the problem of interdisciplinary reflection in a post-
foundationalist mode will therefore lead to the important discovery
that human rationality can never be adequately housed within any
one specific reasoning strategy only. Therefore, to recognize that reli-
gious reflection may actually share in the rich resources of human ra-
tionality will be to open our eyes to the exciting fact that this rational-
ity itself is operative among our different modes of knowledge and
therefore links together the different domains of our lives, and there-
fore also different disciplines and reasoning strategies. The mere
awareness of this fact, of course, already reveals the breakdown of the
traditional modernist demarcation between science and religion/the-
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This book, therefore, should be read as an attempt to refigure the
interdisciplinary nature and cross-contextual task of theological reflec-
tion. This book is also written with the strong conviction that talking
about the nature and task of Christian theology today means talking
about the complex set of values that shape the rationality of theologi-
cal reflection. This quest for the rationality of theological reflection
will be presented here in terms of two forceful claims: the rationality
of theology, first of all, is definitively shaped by its location in the liv-
ing context of interdisciplinary reflection; secondly, this interdisci-
plinary context is — epistemologically at least — significantly shaped
by the dominant presence and influence of scientific rationality in our
culture. Theologians, often focusing on the unique hermeneutics of
theological reflection, are notorious for neglecting this profound
epistemological challenge, ignoring or failing to recognize the perva-
sive influence of the sciences on the epistemic and other values that
shape theological rationality today.

For theology, an all-important focus of its dialogue with our con-
temporary culture will therefore be found in two seemingly unrelated
issues: on the one hand, the tremendous problems that arise if theol-
ogy should choose to abandon its interdisciplinary, cross-contextual
obligations and retreat to the insular comfort of sectarian notions of
theological rationality; on the other hand, contemporary theology’s
enduring but uneasy relationship with what is often perceived to be a
very superior scientific rationality. Both of these challenges, however,
look different when we realize that theology and the sciences have
also been profoundly influenced by postmodern culture. This gives an
unexpected and complicating twist to the centuries-old theology and
science problem: not only theology, but also postmodern science and
postmodern philosophy of science have moved away quite dramati-
cally from positivist and technocentric conceptions of scientific ratio-
nality with its closely aligned beliefs in linear progress, guaranteed
success, deterministic predictability, absolute truths, and some uni-
form, standardized form of knowledge. As we will see, some contem-
porary philosophers of science now argue for a postmodern philoso-
phy of science, which — along with feminist interpretations of science
— rejects all global interpretations of science as well as the power-play
implied by scientific progress, and focuses in stead on trust in local sci-
entific practice. As will soon become clear, this kind of postmodernism
in science not only sharply deconstructs and rejects the autonomy
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and cultural dominance of especially the natural sciences as the ac-
cepted paradigm for rationality in our time, but will also seriously
challenge and deconstruct any attempt to develop a meaningful and
intelligible relationship between science and Christian theology to-
day. It is clear that the problem of rationality thus emerges as at the
heart of the current dialogue between theology and the sciences. Fur-
thermore, trying to find some kind of meaningful epistemological link
between theology and the sciences also directly confronts us with the
problem of interdisciplinarity, as we attempt to bring together two
modes of knowledge as diverse as theology and science.

I hope to show in this book, then, that the theology and science
dialogue today should be a crucial part of the broader discussion of the
nature of theological reflection, and as such of the interdisciplinary
status of theological reflection. Also, I hope to show that this cross-
disciplinary debate is in fact dominated, and, in a sense, held together
by what one may call a remarkable mutual quest for intelligibility and
optimal understanding. This quest for intelligibility, as will become
clear later, is at the heart of what human rationality and our various
strategies of reasoning are about. Most of us would agree, of course,
that God transcends any final intellectual grasp, and that encounters
with God obviously involve deeper levels than that of the rational, in-
quiring mind alone. As many scientists and theologians today will ac-
knowledge, the quest for intelligibility or optimal understanding will
be incomplete if it does not include within itself the religious quest for
ultimate meaning, purpose, and significance. This mutual quest for in-
telligibility has not only created exciting new areas of discussion be-
tween theology and the sciences, but also seems to bring these diverse
modes of reflection closer together. In this mutual quest for intelligi-
bility each of these modes of cognition will be seen as a very specific
and disciplined attempt to understand our world of experience, and in
the light of this experience, to identify possible points of consonance,
but also possible points of difference between widely divergent reason-
ing strategies. The current theology and science dialogue, then, will
turn out to be at the heart of the debate on the interdisciplinary na-
ture and location of theological reflection, and presents itself as a
plausible context for a contemporary apologetics for the Christian
faith. As such it should not only fundamentally shape our expression
of the Christian experience of God, but will also reveal the shared, as
well as the distinct values that shape the rationality of theology and
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the sciences respectively. This ongoing cross-disciplinary dialogue
thus reveals itself as not just an esoteric intellectual hobby of a privi-
leged few, but touches the heart of what theological reflection is
about.

Reflecting on the relationship between theology and the sciences
therefore reveals an important intellectual and spiritual incentive,
which should also shape our reflective expression of the Christian
faith, as well as caution us to greater epistemological and methodolog-
ical sophistication in our reflection on the nature and status of theo-
logical reflection. One way to do this would be to first try to find and
identify a model of rationality that would not only reveal the possibil-
ity of shared resources of rationality between theological and scientific
forms of reflection, but which would lure us to move beyond the
epistemological dichotomy of foundationalist objectivism and non-
foundationalist relativism. This option is what I have called post-
foundationalism, an option that will reveal the shared rational re-
sources of theology and the sciences, while at the same time creating a
space for the very distinct knowledge claims of each of these reasoning
strategies. A postfoundationalist model of rationality will take seri-
ously the challenge of much of postmodern thinking, but will care-
fully distinguish between constructive and deconstructive modes of
postmodern thinking. A postfoundationalist model of rationality will
therefore especially incorporate into our reasoning strategies the re-
lentless criticism of foundationalist assumptions: we all indeed exer-
cise normative commitments, but the failure to acknowledge those
commitments will leave us without any epistemological way of really
taking them seriously (cf. Dean 1988:21f.).

A postfoundationalist notion of rationality will therefore provide
a quite unique link between theology and the sciences, and will open
our eyes to:

first, fully acknowledge contextuality and the embeddedness of
both theology and the sciences in the different domains of
human culture;

second, affirm the epistemically crucial role of interpreted experi-
ence and the way that tradition shapes the epistemic and
nonepistemic values that inform our reflection about both
God and our world;

third, at the same time creatively point beyond the confines of
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the local community, group, or culture, toward plausible
forms of transcommunal and interdisciplinary conversation.

As we will see, this move toward a postfoundationalist notion of
rationality in theology and science will therefore be held together by a
twofold concern: first, recognizing that we always come to our cross-
disciplinary conversations with strong beliefs, commitments, and
even prejudices; and second, identifying the shared resources of hu-
man rationality in different modes of reflection, which allows us to
reach beyond the walls of our own epistemic communities in cross-
contextual, cross-cultural, and cross-disciplinary conversation (cf. van
Huyssteen 1998a). Finally, reflecting on the relationship between the-
ology and the sciences will therefore inevitably force us to reflect on
the nature and task of theology as a form of rational inquiry too. We
have to ask — also and especially of our own positions — what
epistemic and other values lurk in the shadows of our tacit assump-
tions, and how these assumptions shape our epistemological and
other judgments as we try to understand ourselves, our world, and
what many of us believe to be God'’s presence in this world.

If the search for a more integrative model of human knowledge
adequately reveals human rationality as our species’ most distinguish-
ing survival strategy, performatively present in all the various domains
of our lives, then the seemingly remote epistemologies of our various
reasoning strategies will be revealed to be integral parts of webs of the-
ories about the world and ourselves. On this view religious and theo-
logical reflection can be equal partners in a democratic, interdisciplin-
ary conversation where the voice of authentic religious commitment
might actually be heard in a postmodern, pluralist situation. This kind
of theological reflection will share in interdisciplinary standards of ra-
tionality which, although always socially and contextually shaped,
will not be hopelessly culture and context bound; even with widely di-
vergent personal, religious, or disciplinary viewpoints, we still share in
the rich resources of human rationality.

Overview

This book consists of five chapters. In Chapter One I explore the complex
and elusive phenomenon of postmodernism and its rather dramatic im-
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pact on the values that shape the rationality of postmodern philoso-
phies of science, and of postmodern theologies. At the heart of the
epistemological problem of defining the interdisciplinary location and
the rationality of theology as a plausible form of critical reflection, we
will discover the current theology and science dialogue, which in its
own way will redefine the relationship of the Christian faith to contem-
porary postmodern culture. The crucial problem that will emerge here
can be phrased as follows: in a cultural context so deeply affected by
what many see as the fragmentation and even rampant pluralism of
postmodernity, would some form of intelligible, cross-disciplinary con-
versation between theology and the sciences still be possible today? Sur-
prisingly, however, it will be the blurring of traditional boundaries and
the seemingly cross-disciplinary character of much of constructive post-
modern thought that will present the problem of rationality in theology
and science with the most intriguing challenge. Some postmodernists
consider conventional tight definitions of academic disciplines simply
as remnants of modernity and question the possibility of rigid disciplin-
ary boundaries between the natural sciences, social sciences, humani-
ties, art, literature, and religious reflection.

We will also see that postmodern philosophy of science under-
stands science as a historically dynamic process in which there are
conflicting and competing paradigm theories, research programs, and
research traditions. On this view the reasons, arguments, and value
judgments employed by the community of scientists are seen to be
fundamentally related to, or “grounded” in, local, social practices. The
very criteria and norms that guide and define scientific activity thus
become open and vulnerable to criticism, as does the idea of philoso-
phy of science itself. On postmodern views of science there is indeed
no possibility of occupying a meta-standpoint from which to interpret
science: all our interpretations of science imply a move within the
contested terrain of scientific practice, i.e., the local contexts within
which scientists themselves operate. But, and importantly, we will see
that the claim is not that scientific knowledge, as local knowledge, has
no universality, but rather that what universality it has is an achieve-
ment always first of all rooted in local know-how. We will also see,
however, that it remains unclear how exactly this kind of postmodern
science might relate to the broader issue of interdisciplinary reflection,
and especially to such seemingly distinct cultural domains as religion,
and theology as a reflection on religious experience.
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The postmodern challenge, however, not only makes it virtually
impossible to speak so generally about “rationality,” “science,” “theol-
ogy,” or “God”; as we will see, it is rationality itself that has been funda-
mentally challenged and problematized by postmodernism. Chapter
Two, therefore, will explore the ramifications of this disturbing fact for
some dominant forms of theological reflection, and will include a spe-
cial focus on nonfoundationalism as one of the most important philo-
sophical roots of postmodernism. Here I will begin my argument that,
although nonfoundationalism seems to get us away from the dangers
of overblown foundationalist epistemologies in theology and in the
sciences, it does not really get us beyond relativism and the kind of
“many rationalities” view, where incommensurability may finally sti-
fle all meaningful cross-disciplinary dialogue. We will see that this
kind of contextualism easily leads to a relativism of rationalities,
where every social or human activity could in principle function as a
framework for human rationality. The characteristics identified earlier
as typical for a local form of postmodern science will now find remark-
able parallels in other radically contextualized, nonfoundationalist
modes of reflection. And as in the case of science as social practice,
theological reflection in this mode will also emerge as a local practice,
with strong contextual claims for its own internal criteria of rational-
ity. For the rationality of science this isolationism, in its extremist
form, might mean the actual loss of philosophy of science itself. For
the rationality of theology, it might mean the dangerous reemergence
of fideist, protective strategies and of crypto-foundationalism.

The postmodern challenge to both theology and the sciences
will indeed leave us with serious problems as well as exciting chal-
lenges. Both in postmodern science and in nonfoundationalist theolo-
gies the powerful step beyond modernity was taken by a radical return
to local, interpretative contexts. What is first required here is a trust-
ing attitude toward local contexts of practice, toward scientific and
theological traditions, respectively, where these are understood, not as
representing an authoritative consensus, but rather a field of concerns
within which both consensus and dissent acquire a local intelligibility.
This will still leave us, however, with the question how nonfounda-
tionalist theologies can be interdisciplinarily connected to other rea-
soning strategies via normative models of rationality that often still so
clearly privilege the natural sciences.

In Chapter Three 1 proceed by focusing on various philosophical
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traits of the concept of rationality, while developing an argument for
moving beyond the absolutism of foundationalism and the relativism
of nonfoundationalism, to a postfoundationalist notion of rationality for
which notions of intelligibility and optimal understanding, responsi-
ble judgment, progressive problem-solving, and experiential adequacy
will be crucial. Here the contextual and pragmatic nature of diverse
forms of rational inquiry will reveal important epistemological over-
laps between natural scientific and nonnatural scientific modes of re-
flection. What this will mean for the challenge to theology’s cross-
disciplinary task, is that modes of inquiry as diverse and different as
theology and the other sciences may actually share the same resources
of human rationality without having to fall back on modernist, total-
izing, or generic notions of human rationality.

To talk about the shaping of rationality, then, is to talk about the
epistemic quest for optimal understanding and intelligibility, the epi-
stemic skill of responsible judgment; it is furthermore to see the in-
tellectual skill of rational judgment and theory choice as a fallibilist
process of progressive problem-solving. Therefore, even if scientific ra-
tionality reveals itself as a very disciplined and manicured form of ra-
tionality, effective problem-solving and good judgment reach beyond
the sciences and already form part of the common sense reasonable-
ness by which we live our daily lives. My claim will be that these re-
sources of rationality are not only shared by different and diverse
modes of reflection, but are in fact revealed as rich resources only by a
postfoundationalist notion of rationality. A postfoundationalist no-
tion of rationality will help us to recognize the many faces of rational-
ity as performatively present in our different modes of knowledge, and
in the different domains of our lives.

Extremely significant for theology, however, is that on a
postfoundationalist view, theological reflection not only can no lon-
ger be excluded from the broader epistemological endeavor, but epis-
temology itself will have to be creatively refigured. What will emerge
here, therefore, is a broader and richer notion of human rationality: a
notion of rationality that creates a safe space where our different dis-
courses and actions are seen at times to link up with one another, and
at times to contrast or conflict with one another. It is precisely in this
hard struggle for interpersonal and interdisciplinary communication
that the many faces of human rationality are revealed. A postfoun-
dationalist notion of rationality thus manages to avoid the extremes
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of the modernist nostalgia for one, unified form of knowledge, as well
as the relativism of extreme forms of postmodernism. On this view, it
should become clear that a postfoundationalist notion of rationality
could never function as a superimposed metanarrative, but develops,
rather, as an emerging pattern that unifies and integrates our inter-
preted experience without totalizing it. With this broader view of ra-
tionality, and the shared resources that are revealed between often
very diverse forms of intellectual inquiry, we will finally be in a posi-
tion to claim a remarkable consonance between the shaping of scien-
tific and theological rationality.

In Chapter Four 1 will argue that a postfoundationalist notion of
rationality not only focuses on our experience of knowing, and thus
on the experiential and hermeneutical dimension of rationality itself,
but — for both theology and the sciences — very specifically implies
an accountability to human experience, and thus will imply a post-
foundationalist fusion of hermeneutics and epistemology. Despite im-
portant differences in epistemological focus and experiential scope,
theology and other modes of inquiry all seem to be shaped by the
epistemic value of experiential accountability. I see this experiential
accountability playing out as only a gradual difference between empir-
ical adequacy for science, and experiential adequacy for theological re-
flection. The fact that the rich resources of human rationality are
shared by, and significantly overlap in, scientific and theological ratio-
nality will also reveal a significant breakdown of the traditional mod-
ernist demarcation between scientific and nonscientific rationality.
Scientific knowing will thus turn out to differ from other forms of hu-
man knowing, and therefore from theological knowing, only in de-
gree and emphasis. In this sense one could say that theology and the
various sciences all grapple with what we perceive as real aspects of
our experience.

Experiential accountability in theology and the sciences will also
reveal another unexpected epistemological overlap between theology
and other modes of intellectual inquiry: we relate to our world
epistemically only through the mediation of interpreted experience.
In theology this will be the final and decisive move beyond fideist
strategies that claim theology’s “internal logic” or self-authenticating
notions of divine revelation as a basis for disciplinary integrity. This
postfoundationalist move, moreover, should also enable us to tran-
scend the kind of dualism that sets up naturalism against supernatu-
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ralism and then demands a reductionist choice between the two. In
possibly the most crucial step beyond universalist and generic notions
of rationality we will also discover that, as rational agents situated in
the rich, narrativical texture of our social practices, our self-awareness
and our self-conceptions are not only intrinsically related to rational-
ity, but are indeed indispensable starting points for any account of the
values that shape human rationality. If the experiential bases of our
rational decisions and actions are highlighted in this way, then the
patterns of our ongoing experience are going to emerge as decisive for
the way we rationally cope with our world. And precisely because ra-
tionality is so person-relative and thus requires that we attune our be-
liefs, decisions, and actions to our own self-awareness, rationality will
also require that we attune our beliefs, decisions, and actions to the
overall pattern of our experience. A postfoundationalist model of ra-
tionality is therefore accomplished when we find a careful balance be-
tween, on the one hand, the way our beliefs are anchored in inter-
preted experience, and, on the other hand, the broader networks of
beliefs in which our rationally compelling experiences are already em-
bedded.

In Chapter Five I will finally argue that, in a pluralist and cross-
disciplinary dialogue, we begin our conversations by bringing our per-
sonal views and what we regard as our responsible judgments to those
that make up our epistemic communities. The epistemic movement in
a postfoundationalist evaluation of opinions and viewpoints therefore
goes from individual judgment to expert evaluation to intersubjective
conversation. Because each judgment always takes place in a commu-
nity, and each community has a particular history, the broader re-
search tradition(s) in which communities are embedded will now
epistemically shape, but not completely determine, the questions one
asks, the assumptions one makes, and the arguments one finds persua-
sive. What is epistemically relevant for us therefore finally depends on
how we go about experiencing our world, and how we interact with
what we presuppose as real in our experience. The many aspects of
this experience will understandably lead to the problem of cognitive
pluralism. But the only way to deal with this issue is to forge ahead
through this pluralism, take it absolutely seriously, and instead of a
nostalgia for modernist metanarratives, to rediscover rationality as
alive and well in the many and varied domains of our discourses, prac-
tices, communities, art, sciences, religion, and also in our theological

14



Introduction

reflection. The refigured notion of rationality that I am arguing for
will now emerge as a constructive response against any modernist at-
tempts that would first want to carve out the different cultural do-
mains of science, morality, art, and religion, and then afterwards
search for some unifying perspective between them.

The main theme running through the entire book centers, there-
fore, on the broader, richer notion of human rationality which is re-
vealed in the quest for the values that shape rationality in theology
and the sciences. A postfoundationalist notion of rationality opens up
the possibility for dialogue across disciplinary boundaries. And since
rationality is always first of all person- and domain-specific, it height-
ens our understanding of the uniqueness of each of our discourses
while at the same time enabling us to reach beyond the boundaries of
our disciplines in cross-disciplinary dialogue. The hazy intersection
between the diverse fields of theology and the sciences is therefore not
in the first place to be determined by exploring possible methodologi-
cal parallels or degrees of consonance. What should be explored first is
the shared epistemic resources found in a richer notion of human ra-
tionality.
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Chapter One

Rationality and the
Postmodern Challenge
in Science

“These are trying times for truth seekers.”

John Horgan,

The End of Science. Facing the Limits

of Knowledge in the Twilight of the Scientific Age
(Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1996:5)

It is common knowledge today, and widely accepted, that we have
inherited from modernity a possibly overemphasized but still bur-
densome dilemma in which “science” has long emerged triumphantly
as a superior form of rational thinking, and “religion” has faded into a
rather privatized form of subjective, if not irrational, experience. The
ramifications of this modernist heritage have been all-consuming, and
certainly devastating for religion: the division between science and re-
ligion (and theology, as a reflection on religious experience) has led to
sharp distinctions between objective descriptions and subjective expe-
riences, between scientific and symbolic uses of language, between sci-
entific truth and religious opinion, and finally to an all-consuming
worldview in which science is taken to be more enduringly true than
religion precisely because it is empirically based on observation and
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repeatable experimentation. As a result science, in many ways, has
therefore become a test case for rationality: if rationality cannot sur-
vive here, it will survive nowhere (cf. Trigg 1993:11). Over against this
view where science, as the paradigm of rationality, is seen to progress
through time, accumulating knowledge and even aspiring to a com-
plete account of all that is genuinely knowable, religion was often
forced to retreat to symbol and art as expressions of personal and com-
munal experience. In this way religion — and theological reflection —
would still create communities of shared symbols and practices
through which the meanings and aspirations of our lives could be ex-
pressed, but one thing remained certain: religion, and reflections on
religious experience, did not yield any “knowledge” (cf. Bowker
1998:115).

With this situation in mind, Fraser Watts has correctly argued
that the resulting image of an enduring “conflict” between science
and religion has indeed been the received wisdom in the ongoing re-
flection on the nature of the relationship between religion and science
(cf. Watts 1998:1ff.). This conflict image was extended to include trou-
bling conflicts on philosophical, historical, and some quite substan-
tive content issues, about which scientists and theologians would con-
tinue to differ sharply. Theologians and believing scientists to this day
try to resolve these differences through well-known attempts to con-
struct wide-ranging typologies that have now creatively emerged to
give “names” to the kind of relationship one might want to see be-
tween these two dominant, conflicting forces in our culture. The on-
going conversation about the relationship between religion and sci-
ence is also, however, revealing some important new nuances in this
age-old relationship: it has become increasingly clear that, contrary to
popular misconceptions, the dialogue between theology and the sci-
ences rarely is about conflict and dissensus only. Furthermore, the idea
that science and religion have always been in conflict, is increasingly
seen as an invention of the late nineteenth century, while at the same
time scholars in this field are realizing that the truth about the histori-
cal relationship between theology/religion and science has always
been much more complex (cf. Gregersen and van Huyssteen 1998:1ff.;
Watts 1998:2f.). Moreover, for many participants in this discussion the
whole idea of a “conflict” has become somewhat of a moot issue once
one realizes how really different the questions are that science and re-
ligion are answering: science and religion are indeed giving different
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answers to different questions, rather than different and conflicting
answers to the same questions (cf. Watts 1998:2).

Clearly important shifts in this troubled but exciting relation-
ship are occurring when Fraser Watts can go on to claim “that both
science and religion are rational in their somewhat different ways and
that there can be mutual respect between them” (cf. Watts 1998:2). For
Watts the task now is to find a place for religion and theological reflec-
tion “within the broad family of rationalities” after coming face to
face with the fact that there is no single scientific method anymore,
no sharp dividing line between the natural sciences and other forms of
inquiry (1998:5). This is a strong statement, and we are warranted to
ask what it is about our culture that is causing us to ask “new ques-
tions” about some very “old problems.” It is from this strong and pro-
vocative claim that [ want to take my cue and ask what it is about the
current state of affairs in “theology and science” that now forces us
back to the problem of rationality. As we will see, part of our current
state of affairs certainly is the enduring attempt to maintain science’s
alleged priority as the paradigmatic way of establishing true knowl-
edge. Our contemporary culture, however, has also been radically re-
defined by a new, all-pervasive mood that we have come to know as
postmodernity. As we will soon see, the confusing co-presence in our in-
tellectual culture of both superior notions of natural scientific ratio-
nality and pluralist, postmodern views that radically reject all notions
of neutrality and universality, will emerge as the most defining chal-
lenge to anyone trying to come to terms with the values that shape
the rationality of theological and scientific reflection today.

In a recent and provocative paper, this radical contemporary
revisioning of the theology and science question is anticipated in an
intriguing way when John Bowker asks: What would happen if we
look at the relationship between science and religion in an entirely
different way? Bowker then proceeds to argue that this relationship
looks entirely different when one realizes that the really persistent is-
sue between religion and science is not so much one of propositions,
but one of power (cf. 1998:116f.). Although he never identifies this im-
portant shift as a postmodern one, we will soon see what some of the
ramifications of this epistemic shift might imply for reflecting on a
possible interdisciplinary relationship between theology and science.
For John Bowker the real challenge of science to religion and theology
is not so much a conflicting of competing propositions and world-
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views, but much rather a ruthless challenge to the independence of re-
ligion’s own authority. In doing this, science takes over areas where re-
ligion traditionally has its authority and control. Against the
background of this argument Mary Hesse has recently also critically
asked whether science is the “new religion” (cf. 1998:120ff.). By asking
this question Hesse too wants to alert us that issues of power and au-
thority are indeed crucial as we try to rescue the fact that religious
faith may have an essential function in human life, a function that
cannot be allowed to be taken over by the ever-increasing power of sci-
entism. The power of science today is certainly inherent in the tech-
nology without which society would collapse. But the focus of the
power of science certainly is found in its claims to rational authority (cf.
Hesse 1998:122), and is vividly present in the often spectacular meta-
physical claims of contemporary cosmology and evolutionary biology
(cf. van Huyssteen 1998a).

The challenge to the intellectual integrity of theological reflec-
tion in our time is indeed serious. A theology that takes seriously, first,
its embeddedness in the life of faith, and, second, its responsibility of
publicly relating that faith to the important and challenging claims of
science, will first of all avoid strategies of irrationality where the ratio-
nality of theological reflection is either sacrificed to the rational au-
thority of science or protected from interdisciplinary conversation by
withdrawing to the private world of fideism. At the heart of the chal-
lenge to the interdisciplinary identity, the intellectual integrity, and
thus the rationality of theology as a credible form of human reflec-
tion, we therefore again discover the problem of the relation of theol-
ogy to the sciences, which in its own very special way will redefine the
problem of how the Christian faith relates to contemporary post-
modern culture. Behind this problem, however, is hidden the even
more complex issue of how the epistemic and nonepistemic values
that shape the rationality of religion and of theological reflection will
be different from, or similar to, those that shape the rationality of sci-
ence. As will become clear, the challenge of a postmodernist pluralism,
of course, makes it extremely difficult to speak so generally about “ra-
tionality,” “theology,” “science,” or even of a “dialogue” between
“theology” and “science.” And yet, even if we were to acknowledge
the possibility of radically separate or different forms of rationality
(which is, as will become clear later, highly problematical and there-
fore unlikely), the crucial question will still remain whether the ratio-
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nality of science is in any significant way superior to, or normative for,
other forms of rationality.

The contemporary postmodern challenge not only makes it im-
possible, however, to speak so generally about “rationality,” “science,”
“religion,” or “God”": it is finally the idea of rationality itself, and partic-
ularly rationality as it figures in the philosophical discourse of moder-
nity, that has been challenged and problematized by postmodernist
thought. As we will see, however, it is also possible to argue that most
of contemporary postmodernism has actually been unable to come to
terms with the issue of rationality from a more positive, constructive
point of view (cf. Schrag 1992:155). As a result the issue of rationality
and the values that shape human rationality appear to have become
some of the most elusive of all the ingredients that make up our con-
temporary intellectual and social lives (cf. Schrag 1989:84).

Rationality and the Postmodern Challenge

Modern thought has left those of us who are theologians, and who are
concerned with the rationality of theological reflection and, conse-
quently, with theology’s interdisciplinary status, with little or no
choice when it comes to finding a plausible starting point for our criti-
cal reflection. Whether we like it or not, we have all become part of
modernity’s pervasive “flight from authority” (cf. Stout 1981). In theo-
logical reflection today, “fleeing from authority” would also have tre-
mendous epistemological ramifications for those theologians who are
trying to map out some credible form of participation of theology in
today’s interdisciplinary dialogue. At the very least it implies — as we
will soon see — liberating ourselves from all the different types of
foundationalisms that we have come to associate with the broad spec-
trum of traditional, political, doctrinal, and even biblically inspired
ideologies that used to be so helpful and readily available in attempts
to justify and secure the truth of our varied and often conflicting theo-
logical claims. But for both theology and the sciences the postmodern
challenge to rationality, however, will imply more than this: it implies
a specific reaction to the narrow and troubling constraints of rational-
ity within modernity.

Much has been written on modernity as a complex and heteroge-
neous phenomenon, and I will not explore it in detail here (cf.
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Toulmin 1990). Robert C. Neville has argued eloquently that the be-
ginnings of modernity, or the modern age, can be dated from the sci-
entific, political, and literary revolutions of the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, and that our popular sense of the “modern”
normally refers to societies that have been transformed by industrial
technology and the economic, educational, military, and communica-
tions systems that accompany industrialization. Modernism as a cul-
tural movement, however, is a specific nineteenth- and twentieth-
century movement in the arts, letters, and philosophy (Neville
1992:4). It is this much more focused sense of modernism that we of-
ten imply when we speak of “modernity,” and when we indicate that
which postmodernism is reacting against today. And it is this specific
sense of modernism as a cultural movement that I will imply when I
use the terms “modernism” or “modernity” alternatively in this text.
Looking back, it is at least clear that modernity, in its response to
premodernity, entered history as a progressive force promising to lib-
erate humankind from ignorance and irrationality (cf. Rosenau
1992:5). To say this is of course already to understand the hugely and
pervasively influential phenomenon of modernity in fairly minimalist
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