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Abstract

This paper investigates the historical and analytical trajectory of the confrontation between
theism and naturalism. It demonstrates how naturalism, bolstered by the achievements of
modern science, gradually supplanted natural theology as the dominant worldview in
academia. This transition is traced through four historical stages: the conflict between science
and sacred texts; the denial of divine agency; the post-Darwinian rejection of the necessity for
a designer; and finally, the attempt to provide a purely naturalistic explanation of human
nature. However, the central argument is that this victory is not definitive. In recent decades,
naturalism has faced profound conceptual and empirical challenges that undermine its
fundamental pillars. On the one hand, in the realm of human existence, phenomena such as
consciousness (the “hard problem”), intentionality, free will, and rationality resist physicalist
reductionism. On the other hand, naturalistic assumptions regarding the physical world have
been shaken by new findings in cosmology (the origin of the universe and fine-tuning) and
biology (biological complexity and evidence of teleology). Ultimately, the article concludes
that these challenges not only erode the credibility of comprehensive naturalism but also pave
the way for a resurgence of natural theology grounded in scientific and philosophical
evidence.
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Introduction

Prior to the modern scientific era, the dominant intellectual worldview—from ancient

Greek philosophers like Plato and Aristotle to medieval thinkers—was deeply teleological

and transcendental/theological, positing that the natural world relied on a transcendent

reality. The advent of modern science did not initially negate this worldview. Early
scientific pioneers, such as Galileo and Newton, maintained a deep commitment to theism.

However, they initiated a methodological shift: explaining nature through empirical

evidence and mechanical laws rather than scriptural or purely philosophical deductions.

This approach birthed modern “Natural Theology”, wherein the order and laws of nature

were viewed as the ultimate empirical evidence for a wise Creator. Yet, over subsequent

centuries, this theology was gradually overshadowed by a comprehensive “Naturalism”
that sought to explain the entire cosmos without any reference to the divine.

1. The Four Stages of Naturalistic Expansion

The historical transition from natural theology to ontological naturalism unfolded

through four escalating stages of challenge against the theistic worldview:

e The Textual Challenge: Initially, new scientific discoveries (e.g., heliocentrism)
challenged the epistemic authority of scriptural interpretations in the domain of natural
philosophy, establishing a boundary between empirical science and religious texts.

e The Providential Challenge: As classical mechanics successfully explained natural
phenomena without invoking supernatural forces, the concept of a “causally closed”
physical universe emerged. This marginalized the idea of Special Divine Action or
miracles, reducing God’s role to a mere First Cause (Deism) and characterizing the
universe as a self-sustaining machine.

e The Teleological Challenge: The most severe blow to natural theology occurred in the
19th century with Darwin’s theory of evolution. It proposed that the apparent design
and complexity of life could be explained by blind, undirected material processes. This
allowed naturalists to argue that the universe and life were self-originating, entirely
eliminating the need for an intelligent Designer.

o The Anthropological Challenge: In its final and most radical stage, modern naturalism
expanded to naturalize humanity itself. Relying on evolutionary psychology and
neuroscience, this physicalist approach reduced human nature—including the soul,
consciousness, free will, morality, and even religious belief—to mere by-products of
blind evolutionary processes and neural mechanisms. Cognitive Science of Religion
(CSR) exemplifies this stage by attempting to render religious concepts and experiences
epistemically unjustified and redundant.

2. The Establishment of Comprehensive Naturalism

Through this historical progression, naturalism evolved from a localized scientific method

into a maximalist ontology. It is defined today by its commitment to “Physicalism” and

“Monism”. As articulated by philosophers like Jaegwon Kim and David Papineau,

comprehensive naturalism asserts that all entities—mental, biological, and social—must

be ontologically identical to, or supervenient upon, physical entities.

3. The Crisis of Naturalism: The Human and Natural Spheres

Despite its perceived absolute victory, this paper argues that comprehensive naturalism
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currently faces profound conceptual and empirical crises on three major fronts:

e The Human Sphere (Philosophy of Mind): The physicalist project has failed to
adequately naturalize the fundamental features of the human mind. Prominent
philosophers of mind (e.g., Chalmers, Searle, Nagel) concede that the “Hard Problem of
Consciousness”—the subjective, first-person qualitative feel of experience (qualia)—
resists third-person physical reduction. Furthermore, intentionality and normative
rationality remain anomalous within a strictly material framework. Most critically,
“agent causation” (free will) poses an insurmountable challenge; human rationality
presupposes the ability to act based on reasons rather than deterministic physical laws.
Finally, evolutionary debunking arguments challenge naturalism intrinsically: if human
cognitive and moral faculties evolved solely for survival and reproduction, naturalism
undermines the very reliability of the cognitive faculties used to discover it.

» The Biological Sphere: The neo-Darwinian pillars of reductionism and purposelessness
are increasingly contradicted by modern biological discoveries. The extreme complexity
of the origin of life (abiogenesis) defies explanations based on blind chance (as noted by
Christian de Duve). Furthermore, evidence of “evolutionary convergence” (Simon
Conway Morris), “Natural Genetic Engineering” where cells purposefully restructure
their own genomes (James Shapiro), and advancements in “Systems Biology” (Denis
Noble) collectively refute the idea that life is driven solely by undirected, random
mutations.

e The Cosmological Sphere: Cosmology presents perhaps the most formidable challenge
to naturalism. Historically favoring a static and eternal universe, naturalists were
unsettled by the discovery of the Big Bang, which points to a temporal beginning of the
cosmos. More importantly, the discovery of the “Fine-Tuning” of the universe—where
fundamental constants and initial conditions are delicately balanced to permit life (e.g.,
Martin Rees’s “Six Numbers”)—strongly implies teleology. The primary naturalistic
rebuttal, the “Multiverse hypothesis”, is highly problematic; it completely lacks
empirical evidence and radically violates Occam’s Razor by positing infinite
unobservable entities to avoid a single Creator.

Conclusion
The intellectual trajectory of the confrontation between theism and naturalism has
reached a critical historical juncture. The narrative depicting naturalism as the ultimate
and unshakeable triumph of science is incomplete and empirically flawed. The profound
anomalies resisting physicalist reduction in human consciousness and agency, combined
with the teleological implications of biological complexity and cosmological fine-tuning,
deeply destabilize the naturalistic worldview. Naturalism can no longer be assumed as the
default stance of modern rationality. Instead, these scientific and philosophical challenges
open a legitimate and necessary space for a “New Natural Theology”—a worldview that
engages profoundly with the latest scientific discoveries to offer a more coherent and
comprehensive understanding of reality.
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