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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: This article answers the question of whether the study of theology and
metaphysics can be classified currently, or ever qualify in the future, as a scientific
endeavor. Rather than choose a particular theology or metaphysics as the subject of
inquiry, this essay argues that it is not only necessary to recognize the role of
hermeneutics within different fields of study, but that it is also necessary to begin a
human hermeneutic with human experience. Changes in our global context, whether
social, economic, political, or environmental, are important drivers of hermeneutical
evolution. We should expect no less change in the areas of theology, metaphysics, and
science. The question of truth, whether subjective or objective, is a hermeneutical one.
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The Question: The Crux of the Matter

A PERENNIAL QUESTION FOR philosophers is: how does one know truth? The
analogous question for theologians is: how does one know God? Over the
millennia, these questions have been answered in myriad ways. The adequacy
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of those intellectual schema has been tested and found variously sound or not.
Accountability structures have been conserved, undermined, jettisoned, or
superseded. The twenty-first century is no different. The hermeneutics by which
humans apprehend meaning is certainly being tested. Changes in our global
context (whether social, economic, political, or environmental) are important
drivers of hermeneutical evolution. We should expect no less in the areas of
theology, metaphysics, and science. We should also expect hermeneutical
change to deeply impact pastoral care and evangelism efforts on the ground.

Can the study of theology and metaphysics be classified currently, or
ever qualify in the future, as a scientific endeavor? Rather than choose a
particular theology or metaphysics as the subject of inquiry in this essay,
perhaps the advice of the Dalai Lama might be helpful, “Existence is indicated
by my own experience.”! That is to say, rather than starting with particular
theologies, metaphysics, or scientific approaches, it may be helpful to begin
human hermeneutics with human experiences.? What is it that people reflect on
theologically, metaphysically, and scientifically? They reflect on experiences.

The crux of the question as to whether theology or metaphysics can be
classified as a scientific endeavor is indeed a hermeneutical one. The first
clarification to be made is that this is a question about perception, cognition,
and reflection on personal experience. Indeed, theology and metaphysics
explore particular kinds of experiences. Whether analytic or synthetic, the act
of thinking is not the same thing as the object of one’s thoughts. Though one
may engage in reflection, the reflection itself is not a direct experience of the
subject under study. Broadly paraphrasing the terminology of Rudolph Otto,
experience of numinous phenomena is prior to the apprehension of its
meaning.’

Arguably, and for better or worse, the scientific method, as well as its
empirical hermeneutic, have dominated how human culture apprehends human

! Tenzin Gyatso, Kindness, Clarity, and Insight, ed. Jeffrey Hopkins and Elizabeth
Napper, trans. Jeffrey Hopkins (Boston: Snow Lion, 2012), 53.

2 See, for instance, the work on theological method by Bernard J. F. Lonergan,
Method in Theology, 2nd ed. (New York: Herder and Herder, 1973) and the psychological work
of Jean Piaget, The Construction of Reality in the Child, International Library of Psychology
(1954; repr., Abingdon, England: Routledge, 2002).

3 Though highly criticized in later years, Otto’s work remains a defining work for
focusing the attention of scholars on the experience of numinous phenomena as ubiquitously
reported throughout human cultures. See Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the
Non-Rational Factor in the Idea of the Divine and Its Relation to the Rational, trans. John W.
Harvey (1917; repr., New York: Oxford University Press, 1958).
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can indeed be scientific endeavors so long as one does not have a naive notion
of scientific objectivity or a reductionist notion of theological induction.
Theology and metaphysics fail as scientific endeavors only if one accepts that
truth and meaning are beyond the realm of science, and that experience and
observation are beyond the realm of theology and metaphysics.
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