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Editor’s Note: The “Invited Position Paper” segment is a unique feature to SHERM journal 
where hand-selected scholars are invited to write their particular standpoint or attitude on a 
specific issue. While the position paper is intended to engender support for the paper’s line of 
reasoning and overall conclusion, the paper is not intended to be a simple op-ed piece. Rather, 
each essay must be academic in nature by deriving its position from verifiable data and/or the 
author’s training and experience as a scholar in a particular field of study. 
 
In this particular case, the author was asked to answer the following question:  
“Can the study of theology and/or metaphysics be classified currently or ever qualify in the 
future as a scientific endeavor? Why or why not? If yes, what criteria or methods would need to 
be in place and practiced to make them scientific? If no, what is it about ‘science’ that prevents 
theology and/or metaphysics from qualifying?” 

 
Abstract: In this paper, I address the question of whether metaphysics and theology 
are or can become science. After examining the qualities of contemporary science, 
which evolved from an earlier historic concept of any body of literature into a formal 
method for obtaining empirical knowledge, I apply that standard to metaphysics and 
theology. I argue that neither metaphysics nor theology practices a scientific method 
or generates scientific knowledge. Worse, I conclude that both metaphysics and 
theology are at best purely cultural projects—exercises in exegesis of local cultural 
and religious ideas and language—and, therefore, that other cultures have produced 
or would produce radically different schemes of metaphysics or theology. At its worst, 
metaphysics is speculation about the unknowable, while theology is rumination about 
the imaginary. 
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Introduction 
 
CONSIDER THE ETHER. BASED on the discovery that light was or was like a 
wave, and on the understanding that waves of sound or water require a 
medium that is “waving,” nineteenth-century scientists hypothesized the 
existence of a light medium that they dubbed the “ether” (i.e. light was waves 
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of ether). It was predicted that the speed of light should be relative to the 
ether, just as the speed of sound varies as sound passes through air, water, 
metal, etc., and that the movement of the earth through this omnipresent ether 
should generate an “ether wind” that affects the speed of light. Although 
fiendishly difficult to measure, Albert Michelson and Edward Morley devised 
an experiment in 1887 using mirrors in various positions to measure changes 
in the speed of light through the hypothetically moving ether. Detecting none 
of the predicted changes, the Michelson-Morley experiment conclusively 
disproved the existence of the ether, and scientists then and since have 
universally abandoned the idea. 
 Consider now “substance” and “God.” For Aristotle and much of 
subsequent philosophy, substance is that which “stands under” (sub, stand + 
stare, to stand, to make or be firm) the things that we experience. It is what 
makes things what they are. Aristotle regarded substance as the “essence” of a 
thing, the “ultimate substratum, which is no longer predicated of anything 
else” and cannot be further reduced.1 Call it a hypothesis if you will, but what 
possible observation, measurement, or experiment could reveal anything of 
the nature of substance? How many substances are there—two á la Descartes 
(matter substance and mind substance), one á la Spinoza (which is equivalent 
to God), or more—and can we even know if substance exists? For traditional 
Christianity and related theisms, God is that which made and sustains the 
universe as omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent, and omnibenevolent. It 
regards God as the ultimate cause, which/who is not caused by anything else. 
Call deity, along with Victor Stenger, a hypothesis if you will.2 But what 
possible observation, measurement, or experiment could reveal anything of 
the nature of God? How many gods are there—one á la Christianity and other 
monotheisms, many á la polytheism—and can we even know if god(s) exist? 
 It should be obvious, given the contrast between the ether, substance, 
and god(s), what position I will be taking in this paper. On the question—are 
metaphysics and theology scientific, or can they be?—I answer with a 
resounding, no. Despite some feeble pleading on their part, neither 
metaphysicians nor theologians have practiced or can practice anything 
approaching a scientific method, nor have they produced anything 
approaching scientific knowledge (or arguably any knowledge at all). Indeed, 

                                                 
1 English translation appears in Aristotle, Metaphysics, W. D. Ross, trans. (London: 

Global Grey Books, 2018), 78. 
2 Victor J. Stenger, God: The Failed Hypothesis; How Science Shows That God Does 

Not Exist (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2007). 
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thing that Western philosophers are not aware of, it’s the existence of other 
peoples with different intellectual traditions.”52 But if he is correct—and he 
is—that knowledge of “other peoples and of the Other in general are necessary 
conditions of thinking,”53 then metaphysics, theology, and philosophy as a 
whole will finally begin their mission when they take these other human 
experiences and thought-systems seriously. Science can rescue metaphysics 
and theology from irrelevance and error, but neither will be the same, and both 
will be humbled after a good scientific purging. 
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