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it's possible it may contract again. We know in Gaza," "Job's comforters," and "the wid0 
that,  whatever happens t o  the universe, the mite." 
sun will engulf the earth in about 60 million I want to return now to the charge t the Vatican h o ~  

centuries from now. science is just a faith. The more extreme vers 
Time itself began at a certain moment, and of this charge-and one that I often encount 

time may end at a certain moment-or it may as both a scientist and a rationalist-is an accus each bathroom 

not. Time may come locally to an end in minia- tion of zealotry and bigotry in scientists the 
ture crunches called black holes. The laws of the selves as great as that found in religious peop 
universe seem to be true all over the universe. Sometimes there may be a little bit of justice 
Why is this? Might the laws change in these this accusation; but as zealous bigots, we scie 
crunches? T o  be really speculative, time could tists are mere amateurs at the game. We're con the innumerab 

begin again with new laws of physics, new physi- tent to argue with those who disagree with us. that can make 

cal constants. And it has even been suggested that We don't kill them. 
there could be many universes, each one isolated But I would want t o  deny even the lesser 
so completely that, for it, the others don't exist. charge of purely verbal zealotry. There is a 
Then again, there might be a Darwinian selection very, very important difference between feeling French and Ita 

among universes. strongly, even passionately, about something 
So science could give a good account of because we have thought about and examined 

itself in religious education. But it wouldn't the evidence for it on the one hand, and feeling 
be enough. I believe that some familiarity strongly about something because it has been 
with the IGng James versions of the Bible is internally revealed to us, or internally revealed on in America 1 

important for anyone wanting to understand to  somebody else in history and subsequently creationism"? 

the allusions that appear in English literature. hallowed by tradition. There's all the difference 
Together with Book of Common Prayer, the in the world between a belief that one is pre- could such tr 

Bible gets 58 pages in the Oxford Dictiorcary pared to defend by quoting evidence and logic 
of Quotations. Only Shalcespeare has more. I and a belief that is supported by nothing 
d o  think that not having any kind of biblical more than tradition, authority, or revelation. for evolution I 

education is unfortunate if children want t o  

-- 

Vl I l.A.2 Nonoverlapping Magisteria tered no intellt 

have been offel 

STEPHEN JAY COULD 

rather more of 
Stephen Jay Could (1 941- 2002) was a leading figure in paleontology, evolutionary biology, fundamentalist 
and the history of science, and was the author of several important books, both popular the Bible must 
and scholarly, on these subjects. He taught at Harvard University and also worked at the 

Otrigin~lly published in Natuz,al Histozy (1997, March). Reprinted with permission from the author and 
Natul,al Hirt0z.y. O 1997 The American Museum of Natural History. 
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nderstand the American Museum of Natural History. In this essay, he argues that science and religion con- 
stitute nonoverlapping ~nagisteria-separate domains of teaching authority that are concerned 

le race is not to with wholly different subjects of inquiry. 

1 "the widow's Incongruous places often inspire anomalous remained both true and entirely consistent 
stories. In early 1984, I spent several nights at with religious belief. 
the Vatican housed in a hotel built for itinerant Another story in the same mold: I am often 

,xtreme version priests. While pondering over such puzzling asked whether I ever encounter creationism as a 
ften encounter issues as the intended function of the bidets in live issue among my Harvard undergraduate 
--is an accusa- each bathroom, and hungering for something students. I reply that only once, in nearly thirty 
zientists them- other than plum jam on my breakfast rolls years of teaching, did I experience such an inci- 

(why did the basket only contain hundreds of dent. A very sincere and serious freshman stu- 
identical plum packets and not a one of, say, dent came to  my office hours with the 

gots, we scien- strawberry?), I encountered yet another among following question that had clearly been trou- 
ne. We're con- the innumerable issues of contrasting cultures bling him deeply: "I am a devout Christian 

that can make life so interesting. Our crowd and have never had any reason to doubt evolu- 
(present in Rome for a meeting on nuclear win- tion, an idea that seems both exciting and par- 

ven the lesser ter sponsored by the Pontifical Academy of titularly well documented. But my roommate, a 
Sciences) shared the hotel with a group of proselytizing Evangelical, has been insisting 
French and Italian Jesuit priests who were also with enormous vigor that I cannot be both a 
professional scientists. real Christian and an evolutionist. So tell me, 

and examined At lunch, the priests called me over to their can a person believe both in God and evolu- 
table to pose a problem that had been troubling tion?" Again, I gulped hard, did my intellectual 
them. What, they wanted to h o w ,  was going duty, and reassured him that evolution was 
on in America with all this talk about "scientific both true and entirely compatible with Chris- 
creationism"? One asked me: "Is evolution tian belief-a position I hold sincerely, but 
really in some kind of trouble; and if so, what still an odd situation for a Jewish agnostic. 
could such trouble be? I have always been These two stories illustrate a cardinal point, 
taught that no doctrinal conflict exists between frequently unrecognized but absolutely central 
evolution and Catholic faith, and the evidence to any understanding of the status and impact 
for evolution seems both entirely satisfactory of the politically potent, fundamentalist doc- 

A lively pastiche of French, Italian, and Bible is literally true, that all organisms were 
English conversation then ensued for half an created during six days of twenty-four hours, 
hour or so, but the priests all seemed reassured that the earth is only a few thousand years 
by my general answer: Evolution has encoun- old, and that evolution must therefore be 
tereci no intellectual trouble; no new arguments false. Creationism does not pit science against 
have been offered. Creationism is a homegrown religion (as my opening stories indicate), for 
phenomenon of American sociocultural his- no such conflict exists. Creationism does not 
tory-a splinter movenlent (unfortunately raise any unsettled intellectual issues about the 
rather more of a beam these days) of Protestant nature of biology or the history of life. Crea- 
fundamentalists who believe that every word of tionism is a local and parochial movement, 
the Bible must be literally true, whatever such a powerful only in the United States among 
claim might mean. We all left satisfied, but I Western nations, and prevalent only among 
certainly felt bemused by the anomaly of my the few sectors of American Protestantism 
role as a Jewish agnostic, trying to  reassure a that choose to read the Bible as an inerrant doc- 
group of Catholic priests that evolution ument, literally true in every jot and tittle. 



432 PART 8 Science, Religion, and Evolution 

I d o  not  doubt that one could find an occa- 
sional nun who would prefer t o  teach creation- 
ism in her parochial school biology class, or  an 
occasional orthodox rabbi who does the same 
in his yeshiva, but creationism based on biblical 
literalism makes little sense in either Catholi- 
cism or Judaism, for neither religion maintains 
any extensil~e tradition for reading the Bible as 
literal truth rather than illuminating literature, 
based partly on  metaphor and allegory (essen- 
tial components of all good writing) and 
demanding interpretation for proper under- 
standing. Most Protestant groups, of course, 
take the same position-the fundamentalist 
fringe notwithstanding. 

The  position that I have just outlined by' 
personal stories and general statements repre- 
sents the standard attitude of all major Western 
religions (and of  Western science) today. ( I  
cannot, through ignorance, speak of  Eastern 
religions, although I suspect that the same posi- 
tion would prevail in most cases.) Thelack of 
conflict between ycience and religion arises 
from a lack ofoverlap between their respective 
domains of professional expertise-scie-rice-in 
the empirical constitution o f t h e  universe, and 
religioq i n  t h e  search for proper ethical values 

--  - - - -  
and-the spiritual meaning of_ our  lilies. The  
attainment of  wisdom in a full life requires 
extensive attention t o  both domains-for a 
great book tells us that the truth can make us 
free and that we will live in optimal harmony 
with our fellows when we learn t o  d o  justly,, 

-1 

love mercy, and walk humbly. 
Ln the context of this standard position, I was 

enormously puzzled by a statement issued by Pope 
John Paul I1 on October 22, 1996, to the Pontif- 
ical Academy of Sciences, the same body that had 
sponsored my earlier trip to  the Vatican. In this 
document, entitled "Truth Cannot Contradict 
Truth," the pope defended both the evidence for 
evolution and the consistency of the theory with 
Catholic religious doctrine. Newspapers through- 
out the world responded with front-page head- 
lines, as in the New T O J ~  Times for October 25: 
"Pope Bolsters Church's Support for Scientific 
View of Evolution." 

Now I know about "slow news days," and I 
d o  admit that nothing else was strongly 

competing for headlines at  that particular 
moment.  (The Times could muster nothing 
more exciting for a lead story than Ross Perot's 
refusal t o  take Bob Dole's advice and quit the 
presidential race.) Still, I couldn't help feeling 
immensely puzzled by all the attention paid to  
the pope's statement (while being wryly 
pleased, of course, for we need all the good 
press we can get, especially from respected out- 
side sources). The  Catholic Church had never 
opposed evolution and had no  reason t o  d o  
so. Why had the pope issued such a statement 
at all? And why had the press responded with 
an orgy of worldwide, front-page coverage? 

I could only conclude at first, and wrongly as 
I soon learned, that journalists throughout the 
world must deeply misunderstand the relation- 
ship between science and religion, and must 
therefore be elevating a minor papal comment 
t o  unwarranted notice. Perhaps most people 
really do  think that a war exists between science 
and religion, and that ( to  cite a particularly news- 
worthy case) evolution must be intrinsically 
opposed t o  Christianity. In  such a context, a 
papal admission of evolution's legitimate status 
might be regarded as major news indeed-a 
sort of modern equivalent for a story that never 
happened, but would have made the biggest jour- 
nalistic splash of 1640: Pope Urban VIII releases 
his most famous prisoner from house arrest and 
humbly apologizes, "Sorry, Signor Galileo . . . the 
sun, er, is central." 

But I then discovered that the prominent cov- 
erage of papal satisfaction with evolution had not 
been an error of non-Catholic Anglophone journal- 
ists. The Vatican itself had issued the statement as a 
major news release. And Italian newspapers had fea- 
tured, if anything, even bigger headhes and longer 
stories. The conservative II Giom~ale, for example, 
shouted ti-om its masthead: "Pope Says We May 
Descend fiom Monkeys." 

Clearly, I was ou t  t o  lunch. Something 
novel or  surprising must lurk within the papal 
statement, bu t  what could i t  be?-especially 
given the accuracy of  my primary impression 
(as I later verified) that the Catholic Church 
values scientific study, views science as n o  
threat t o  religion in general or Catholic doc- 
trine in particular, and has long accepted both 

the legitimac 
and the poten 
clusions with 
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the legitimacv of evolution as a field of study 
and the potential harmony of evolutionary con- 
clusions with Catholic faith. 

As a former constituent of Tip O'Neill's, I 
certainly know that "all politics is localn-and 
that the Vatican undoubtedly has its own inter- 
nal reasons, quite opaque to me, for announc- 
ing papal support of evolution in a major 
statement. Still, I knew that I was missing 
some important key, and I felt frustrated. I 
then remembered the primary rule of intellec- 
tual life: when puzzled, it never hurts to read 
the primary documents-a rather simple and 
self-evident principle that has, nonetheless, 
completely disappeared from large sectors of 
the American experience. 

I knew that Pope Pius XI1 (not one of m? 
favorite figures in twentieth-century history, 
t o  say the least) had made the primary state- 
ment in a 1950 encyclical entitled Humani 
G e ~ r i s .  I knew the main thrust of his message: 
Cbtholics could believe whatever science deter- 
mined about the evolution of the human body, 
so-long as-they accepted that, at some time of 
his choosing, God-hadinfused the soul into 
~ u c h  a creature. I also lznew that I had no  prob- 
lem with this statement, for whatever my pri- 
vate beliefs about souls, science cannot touch 
such a subject and therefore cannot be threat- 
ened by any theological position on such a 
legitimately and intrinsically religious issue. 
Pope Pius XII, in other words, had properly 
acknowledged and respected the separate 
domains of science and theology. Thus, I 
found myself in total agreement with Humani 
Generis-but I had never read the document 
in full (not much of an impediment t o  stating 

-1 
an opinion these days). 

I quicldy got the relevant writings from, of all 
places, the Internet. (The pope is prominently 
on-line, but a Luddite like me is not. So I got a 
computer-literate associate to dredge up the 
documents. I do love the fracture of stereotypes 
implied by finding religion so hep and a scientist 
so square.) Having now read in full both Pope 
Pius's Humani Generis of 1950 and Pope John 
Paul's proclamation of October 1996, I finally 
understand why the recent statement seems so 
new, reveding, and worthy of all those headlines. 

And the message could not be more welcome for 
evolutionists and friends of both science and 
religion. 

The test of Humani Generis focuses on the'  
magisterium (or teaching authority) of the 
Church-a word derived not from any concept 
of majesty or awe but from the different notion 
of teaching, for madister is Latin for "teacher." 
We may, I think, adopt this word and concept 
to express the central point of this essay and 
the principled resolution of supposed "con- 
flict" or "warfare" between science and reli- 
gion. No  such conflict should exist because 
each subject has a legitimate magisterium, or 
domain of teachlng authority-and these magiste- 
ria do not overlap (the principle that I would llke 
to designate as NOMA, or " n a o ~ e r l a p p i n ~  mag- 
Lsteria"). The net of science covers the empirical 
universe: what is it made of (fact) and why does 
it work this way (theory). The net of religion 
extends over questions of moral meaning and 
value. These two magisteria d o  not overlap, 
nor d o  they encompass all inquiry (consider, 
for starters, the magisterium of art and the 
meaning of beauty). T o  cite the arch clichts, 
we get the age of rocks, and religion retains 
the rock of ages; we study how the heavens m - . 
go, and they determine how to go to heaven. 

This resolution might remain all neat 
and clean if the nonoverlapping magisteria 
(NOMA) of science and religion were separated 
by an extensive no man's land. But, in fact, the 
two magisteria bump right up against each 
other, interdigitating in wondrously complex 
ways along their joint border. Many of our 
deepest questions call upon aspects of both for 
different parts of a full answer-and the sorting 
of legitimate domains can become quite com- 
plex and difficult. To  cite just two broad ques- 
tions involving both evolutionary facts and 
moral arguments: Since evolution made us the 
only earthly creatures with advanced conscious- 
ness, what responsibilities are so entailed for our 
relations with other species? What do  our gene- 
alogical ties with other organisms imply about 
the meaning of human life? 

Pius XII's Humani Generis is a highly tradi- 
tionalist document by a deeply conservative 
man forced to face all the "isms" and cynicisms 
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that rode the wake of World War I1 and 
informed the struggle to  rebuild human decency 
from the ashes of the Holocaust. The encyclical, 
subtitled "Concerning some false opinions 
which threaten to  undermine the foundations of 
Catholic doctrine," begins with a statement of 
embattlement: 

Disagreement and error among men on moral and 
religious matters have always been a cause of pro- 
found sorrow to all good men, but above all to the 
true and loyal sons of the Church, especially today, 
when we see the principles of Christian culture 
being attacked on all sides. 

Pius lashes out, in turn, at various external 
enemies of the Church: pantheism, existential- 
ism, dialectical materialism, historicism, and of 
course and preeminently, communism. H e  
then notes with sadness that some well-meaning 
folks within the Church have fallen into a dan- 
gerous relativism-"a theological pacifism and 
egalitarianism, in which all points of view become 
equally validH-in order t o  include people of 
wavering faith who yearn for the embrace of 
Christian religion but do not wish to  accept the 
particularly Catholic magisterium. 

What is this world coming t o  when these 
noxious novelties can so discombobulate a 
revealed and established order? Spealung as a con- 
servative's conservative. Pius laments: 

Novelt~es of this kind have already borne their 
deadly fruit in almost all branches of theolo- 
gy. . . .Some question whether angels are personal 
beings, and whether matter and spirit diKer essen- 
tially.. . .Some even say that the doctrine of Tran- 
substantiation, based on an antiquated philosophic 
notion of substance, should be so modified that 
the Real Presence of Christ in the Holy Eucharist 
be reduced to a Lcind of symbolism. 

Pius first mentions evolution to  decry a mis- 
use by overextension often promulgated by zeal- 
ous supporters of the anathematized "isms": 

Some imprudently and indiscreetly hold that 
evolution . . .explains the origin of all 
things.. . .Conln~unists gladly subscribe to  this 
opinion so that, when the souls of men have 
been deprived of every idea of a personal God, 

they may the more efficaciously defend and 
propagate their dialectical materialism. 

Pius's major statement on evolution occurs 
near the end of the encyclical in paragraphs 35 
through 37. H e  accepts the standard model of 
NOMA and begins by aclcnowledging that evolu- 
tion lies in a difficult area where the domains 
press hard against each other. "It remains for 
US now to  speak about those questions which, 
although they pertain to  the positive sciences, 
are nevertheless more or less connected with the 
truths of the Christian faith."' 

Pius then writes the well-lcnown words that 
permit Catholics to  entertain the evolution of the 
human body (a factual issue under the magisterium 
of science), so long as they accept the divine Cre- 
ation and infusion of the soul (a theological notion 
under the magisterium of religion). 

The Teaching Authority of the Church does not 
forbid that, in conformity with the present state 
of human sciences and sacred theology, research 
and discussions, on the part of men experienced 
in both fields, take place with regard to the doc- 
trine of evolution, in as far as it inquires into the 
origin of the human body as coming from pre- 
existent and living matter-for the Catholic faith 
obliges us to  hold that souls are immediately cre- 
ated by God. 

I had, up to  here, found nothing surprising 
in Humani Generis, and nothing t o  relieve my 
puzzlement about  the novelty of Pope John 
Paul's recent statement. But I read further 
and realized that Pope Pius had said more 
about evolution, something I had never seen 
quoted, and that made John Paul's statement 
most interesting indeed. In short, Pius force- 
fully proclaimed that while evolution may be 
legitimate in principle, the theory, in fact, had 
not  been proven and might well be entirely 
wrong. One gets the strong impression, more- 
over, that Pius was rooting pretty hard for a 
verdict of falsity. 

Continuing directly from the last quotation, 
Pius advises us about the proper study of 
evolution: 

However, this must be done in such a way that 
the reasons for both opinions, that is, those 
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favorable and those unfavorable to  evolution, be 
weighed and judged with the necessary serious- 

ness, moderation and measure. . . .Some, how- 
ever, rashly transgress this liberty of discussion, 
when they act as if the origin of the human 
body from pre-existing and living matter were 
already completely certain and proved by the 
facts which have been discovered up t o  now 
and by reasoning o n  those facts, and as if there 
were nothing in the sources of divine revelation 
11 hich demands the greatest moderation and 
caution in this question. 

T o  summarize, Pius generally accepts the 
NOMA principle of nonoverlapping magisteria 
in permitting Catholics to entertain the hypothe- 
sis of evolution for the human body so long as 
they accept the divine infusion of the soul. But 
he then offers some (holy) fatherly advice to sci- 
entists about the status of evolution as a scientific 
concept: the idea is not yet proven, and you all 

1 need to be especially cautious because evolution 
raises many troubling issues right on the border 
of my magisterium. One may read this second 
theme in two different ways: either as a gratuitous 
incursion into a different magisterium or as a 
helpful perspective from an intelligent and con- 
cerned outsider. As a man of good will, and in 
the interest of conciliation, I am happy to 
embrace the latter reading. 

In any case, this rarely quoted second claim 
(that evolution remains both unproven and a bit 
dangerous)-and not the familiar first argument 
for the NOMA principle (that Catholics may 
accept the evolution of the body so long as they 
embrace the creation of the soul)-defines the 
novelty and the interest of John Paul's recent 
statement. 

John Paul begins by summarizing Pius's 
older encyclical of 19 5 0, and particularly by reaf- 
firming the NOMA principle-nothing new here, 
and no cause for extended publicity: 

In his encyclical "Humani Generis" (1950), my 
predecessor Pius XI1 had already stated that 
there was no opposition between evolution and 
the doctrine of the faith about man and his 
vocation. 

How can we reconcile science's claim for physical 
continuity in human evolution with Catholi- 
cism's insistence that the soul must enter at a 
moment of divine infusion: 

With man, then, we find ourselves in the pres- 
ence of an ontological difference, an ontological 
leap, one could say. However, does not the pos- 
ing of such ontological discontinuity run 
counter to  that physical continuity which 
seems to be the main thread of research into 
evolution in the field of physics and chemistry? 
Consideration of the method used in the various 
branches of knowledge makes it possible to rec- 
oncile two points of view which would seem 
irreconcilable. The sciences of observation 
describe and measure the multiple manifesta- 
tions of life with increasing precision and corre- 
late them with the time line. The moment of 
transition to  the spiritual cannot be the object 
of this kind of observation. 

The novelty and news value of John Paul's 
statement lies, rather, in his profound revision of 
Pius's second and rarely quoted claim that evolu- 
tion, while conceivable in principle and reconcilable 
with religion, can cite little persuasive evidence, and 
may well be false. John Paul states-and I can only 
say amen, and thanks for noticing-that the half 
century between Pius's surveying the ruins of 
World War I1 and his own pontificate heralding 
the dawn of a new millennium has witnessed such 
a growth of data, and such a refinement of theory, 
that evolution can no longer be doubted by people 
of good \Yrll: 

Pius XI1 added. . . that this opinion [e\~olution] 
should not be adopted as though it were a cer- 
tain, proven doctrine.. . .Today, almost half a 
century after the publication of the encyclical, 
new knowledge has led to the recognition of 
more than one hypothesis in the theory of evolu- 
tion. I t  is indeed remarkable that this theory has 
been progressively accepted by researchers, fol- 
lowing a series of discoveries in various fields 
of knowledge. The convergence, neither sought 
nor fabricated, of the results of ~ \ o r k  that was 
conducted independently is in itself a significant 
argument in favor of the theory. 

To  emphasize the power of NOMA, John Paul In conclusion, Pius had grudgingly admitted 
poses a potential problem and a sound resolution: evolution as a legitimate hypothesis that he 
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regarded as only tentatively supported and poten- 
tially (as I suspect he hoped) untrue. John Paul, 
nearly fifty years later, reaffirms the legitimacy of 
evolution under the NOMA principle-no news 
here-but then adds that additional data and 
theory have placed the factuality of evolution 
beyond reasonable doubt.  Sincere Christians 
must now accept evolution not merely as a plau- 
sible possibility but also as an effectively proven 
fact. In  other words, official Catholic opinion 
on  evolution has moved from "say it ain't so, 
but we can deal with it  if we have to" (Pius's 
grudging view of 1950) to John Paul's entirely 
welcoming "it has been proven true; we always 
celebrate nature's factuality, and we loolc forward 
to interesting discussions of theological implica- 
tions." I happily endorse this turn of events as 
gospel-literally good news. I map represent the 
magisterium of science, but I welcome the sup- 
port of a primary leader from the other major 
magisterium of our complex lives. And I recall 
the wisdom of IGng Solomon: "As cold waters 
to  a thirsty soul, so is good news from a far coun- 
try" (Prov. 25:25). 

Just as religion must bear the cross of its 
hard-liners, I have some scientific colleagues, 
including a few prominent enough t o  wield 
influence by their writings, who view this rap- 
prochement of the separate magisteria with dis- 
may. T o  colleagues like me-agnostic scientists 
who welcome and celebrate the rapproche- 
ment, especially the pope's latest statement- 
they say: "C'mon, be honest; you know that 
religion is addlepated, superstitious, old- 
fashioned b.s.; you're only making those wel- 
coming noises because religion is so powerful, 
and we need t o  be diplomatic in order t o  assure 
public support and funding for science." I d o  
not think that this attitude is common among 
scientists, but such a position fills me with dis- 
may-and I therefore end this essay with a per- 
sonal statement about religion, as a testimony 
to what I regard as a virtual consensus among 
thoughtful scientists (who support the NOMA 
principle as firmly as the pope does). 

I am not,  personally, a believer or  a reli- 
gious man in any sense of institutional commit- 
ment o r  practice. Rut I have enormous respect 
for religion, and the subject has always 

fascinated me, beyond almost all others (with 
a few exceptions, like evolution, paleontology, 
and baseball). Much of this fascination lies in 
the historical paradox that throughout.  West- 
ern history organized religion has fostered 
both the most unspeakable horrors and the 
most heart-rending examples of human good- 
ness in the face of personal danger. (The evil, 
I believe, lies in the occasional confluence of 
religion with secular power. The  Catholic 
Church has sponsored its share of horrors, 
from Inquisitions to  liquidations-but only 
because this institution held such secular 
power during so much of Western history. 
When my folks held similar power more briefly 
in Old Testament times, they committed just as 
many atrocities with many of  the same 
rationales.) 

I believe, with all my heart, in a respectful, 
even loving concordat between our  magiste- 
ria-the NOMA solution. NOMA represents a 
principled position o n  moral and intellectual 
grounds, no t  a mere diplomatic stance. 
NOMA also cuts both ways. If religion can no 
longer dictate the nature of factual conclusions 
properly under the magisterium of science, then 
scientists cannot claim higher insight into 
moral t ruth from any superior knowledge of 
the world's empirical constitution. This mutual 
humility has important practical consequences 
in a world of such diverse passions. 

Religion is too important to  too  many peo- 
ple for any dismissal or  denigration of the com- 
fort still sought by many folks from theology. I 
may, for example, privately suspect that papal 
insistence on  divine infusion of the soul repre- 
sents a sop t o  our fears, a device for maintaining 
a belief in human superiority within an evolu- 
tionary world offering n o  privileged position 
t o  any creature. But I also know that souls rep- 
resent a subject outside the magisterium of  
science. My world cannot prove or disprove 
such a notion, and the concept of souls cannot 
threaten or  impact my domain. Moreover, 
while I cannot personally accept the Catholic 
view of souls, I surely honor the metaphorical 
value of such a concept both for grounding 
moral discussion and for expressing what we 
most value about human potentiality: our  

decency, care 
tual struggles 
ness imposed 

As a mor; 
deduction fror 
ity), I prefer th 
be truly "crue 
inappropriate 
because nature 

1 abode, didn't 
all, interloper: 
ond), and doe 
metapholicallj 
ing, not depre 
to conduct m 
be more imp 
from the del 
truth passively 

But I recl 
ens many pec 
of nature ret; 
the factuality 
ena, but still 
in human ter 
religion). I 
struggles of  
Yorb Times 
both his pai 
Paul's statem 

Pope John 
the doubt : 
fering in a 
and light if 
ationist. B 
original cr 
was good, 
can one sa 
of evolutic 
and terror 
engine is t 
screaming. 
lution be I 

I don't : 
have a wond 
"cold bath" 
advocate the 
ing in naturc 
we would bc 



: all others (with 
In, paleontology, 
ascination lies in 
roughout. West- 
on has fostered 
horrors and the 
of human good- 
anger. (The evil, 
a1 confluence of 
.. The Catholic 
lare of horrors, 
tions-but only 
Id such secular 
Yestern history. 
wer more briefly 
ommitted just as 
1 of the same 

t, in a respectful, 
en our magiste- 
MA represents a 
and intellectual 
lomatic stance. 
f religion can no 
:tual conclusions 
1 of science, then 
er insight into 
)r lznowledge of 
ion. This mutual 
a1 consequences 
ions. 
o too many peo- 
tion of the com- 
from theology. I 
spect that papal 
f the soul repre- 
: for maintaining 
pithin an evolu- 
tileged position 
i~ that souls rep- 
magisterium of 
3ve or disprove 
of souls cannot 

ain. Moreover, 
.pt the Catholic 
he metaphorical 
for grounding 

xssing what we 
3tentiality: our 

STEPHEN JAY G O U L D  Nonoverlapping Magisteria 437 

decency, care, and all the ethical and intellec- 
tual struggles that the evolution of conscious- 
ness imposed upon us. 

As a moral position (and therefore not as a 
deduction from my lmowledge of nature's factual- 
ity), I prefer the "cold bath" theory that nature can 
be truly "cruel" and "indifferentn-in the utterly 
inappropriate terms of our ethical discourse- 
because nature was not constructed as our eventual 
abode, didn't lmow we were coming (we are, after 
all, interlopers of the latest geological microsec- 
ond), and doesn't give a damn about us (speaking 
metaphorically). I regard such a position as liberat- 
ing, not depressing, because we then become free 
to conduct moral discourse-and nothing could 
be more important-in our own terms, spared 
from the delusion that we might read moral 
tmth passively from nature's factuahty. 

But I recognize that such a position fright- 
ens many people, and that a more spiritual view 
of nature retains broad appeal (acknowledging 
the factuality of evolution and other phenom- 
ena, but still seeking some intrinsic meaning 
in human terms, and from the magisterium of 
religion). I do appreciate, for example, the 
struggles of a man who wrote to  the New 
Yorkz Times on November 3,  1996, to  state 
both his pain and his endorsement of John 
Paul's statement: 

Pope John Paul 11's acceptance of evolution touches 
the doubt in my heart. The problem ofpain and suf- 
fering in a world created by a God who is all love 
and light is hard enough to bear, even if one is a cre- 
ationist. But at least a creationist can say that the 
original creation, coming from the hand of God 
was good, harmonious, innocent and gentle. What 
can one say about evolution, even a spiritual theory 
of evolution? Pain and suffering, mindless cruelty 
and terror are its means of creation. Evolution's 
engine is the grinding of predatory teeth upon the 
screaming, living flesh and bones of prey. . . . If evo- 
lution be true, my faith has rougher seas to sail. 

I don't agree with this man, but we could 
have a wonderful argument. I would push the 
"cold bath" theory; he would (presumably) 
advocate the theme of inherent spiritual mean- 
ing in nature, however opaque the signal. But 
we would both be enlightened and filled with 

better understanding of these deep and ulti- 
mately unanswerable issues. Here, I believe, 
lies the greatest strength and necessity of 
NOMA, the nonoverlapping magisteria of 
science and religion. NOMA permits-indeed 
enjoins-the prospect of respectful discourse, 
of constant input from both magisteria toward 
the common goal of wisdom. If human beings 
are anything special, we are the creatures that 
must ponder and talk. Pope John Paul I1 
would surely point out to  me that his magiste- 
rium has always recognized this distinction, for 
in principio erat verbum-"In the beginning 
was the Word." 

Postscript 


