
Introduction 

In this article, I will problematize the 
locus of a revised natural theology 
(RNT) and examine the apologetic 

fruit fulness of this concept. In the current 
science-religion dialogue, scholars such as 
John Polkinghorne argues for RNT.1 Such 
natural theology starts with insight from 
the scientific endeavor and elaborates this 
insight into a larger picture of reality. It 
differs from the old fashion natural theo -
logy in several ways. It is more modest, 
talking about hints and signs, instead of 
proofs and evidence. It does not empha -
size any particular scientific insight but 
looks at the ground of all science’s expla-
nation. The content of a revised natural 
theology according to Polkinghorne can 
be summarized is three topics: (1) The 

intelligibility of nature (2) The fine-tuning 
of nature (3) The beauty of nature.2  

By apologetic fruitfulness, I have in 
mind how RNT tries to make Christian 
faith reasonable, understandable, and 
com municable. Polkinghorne uses the 
phrase ‘motivated belief’ for his point of 
departure, and his approach is a media-
tion on the relationship between science 
and theology. Such an apologetics also 
offers an open-minded and critical attitu-
de towards both science and theology 
that constitutes an insightful case for the 
truth of Christian faith.  

By searching for the locus of RNT, I 
have in mind how RNT fits into a larger 
epistemological picture. Such a picture 
includes both a discussion of what kind 
of theology RNT is, and a clarification of 
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how we can understand RNT in a broa-
der picture of knowledge, including how 
RNT relates to topics such as critical rea-
lism, foundationalism, and coherentism. 

I will not map out the specific content 
of RNT, as this is done elsewhere.3 My 
agenda is to problematize the RNT itself 
as a package of thinking. My sub-ques-
tions concerning the locus of RNT are 
twofold: (1) What kind of theology are 
we dealing with in RNT? (2) How does 
RNT fit into a larger epistemological pic-
ture of our knowledge? Having explored 
these two questions, I finally address the 
apologetic fruitfulness of this type of 
natural theology. 

Revised natural theology – what kind 
of theology?  
RNT is obviously about doing some sort 
of theology. In my context, I am not sear-
ching for particular theologies in the sense 
as different dogmatic systems or denomi-
national traditions. The clarification of 
theo logy I am doing here is, in one sense, 
more fundamental, by unpacking theolo -
gy as a field in an interdisciplinary con -
text, namely the science-religion debate. 
Polkinghorne is relevant for this purpose. 
He differentiates between systematic theo -
 logy and metaphysical theology. Systema -
tic theology is: ‘the specialist investigation 
of particular types of experience and 
insight which we label religious.’4 This 
type of theology is comparable with other 
rational discourses and has a starting 
point in its own data, namely Scripture, 
tradition, and reason. Doing this type of 
theology – labelled as first-order theology 
– requires an openness and has to be ‘pre-
pared to conform to the discovered natu-
re of reality and not shackled by prior 
prescription of what are the acceptable 
outcomes of the enquiry.’5 In Pol king -
horne’s terms this is doing theo logy ‘bot-

tom-up’. 
Theological metaphysics, on the other 

hand, is understood as the great synthesi-
zing discipline which includes first-order 
rational discourses. Theological metaphy-
sics can be described as a rational dis-
course with at least one assumption: 
God’s existence. Polkinghorne says theo-
logical metaphysics has a starting point in 
a fundamental principle: belief in God as 
the ground of being. This kind of theo -
logy is also labelled philosophical theo -
logy or second-order theology. Theo -
logical metaphysics is informed by insight 
from first-order theology, as well as other 
fields. When doing theological metaphy-
sics, we try to bring different first-order 
results (from both science and theology) 
together and on this basis search for a 
consistent and coherent picture of the 
world.6 This can be described as the acti-
ve role of theological metaphysics. In 
addi tion, we find a passive role, as theo-
logical metaphysics ought to respect diffe-
rent fields which it is informed by. Thus, 
theological metaphysics tries to stay clear 
of instructing or correcting specific first-
order insight, such as insight form natural 
sciences. 

It is not directly clear in Polkinghorne’s 
writings what sort of theology RNT is. 
However, he says RNT partakes of the 
nature of faith, and I have argued else -
where for locating RNT to the campus of 
theological metaphysics.7 I find three rea-
sons for this. First, natural theology has 
always looked closely at what the scien-
ces have been saying about the world, this 
is also the case for RNT. However, to 
look closely, is not to relate itself to scien-
ce in such a way as ‘finding God’s finger’ 
or filling the ‘gaps’ with God as an expla-
nation. Hence, RNT tries to avoid the fai-
lure of God-of-the-gaps. RNT does not 
deal with particular occurrences in nature, 
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but with the whole ground of the scienti-
fic endeavor. Hence, RNT is informed by 
theories from natural science without 
overruling them. 

Second, the content of RNT (the intel-
ligibility of nature, fine-tuning of nature, 
and the beauty of nature) is not results 
from science as data or theories. The in -
sight arises out of the scientific endeavor, 
but are not explainable within science. 
This is not God-of-the-gaps, as it is not an 
attempt to provide theological answers to 
scientific questions. RNT emphasizes that 
science seems: ‘to throw up questions 
which point beyond itself and transcend 
its power to answer.’8 Thus, RNT is a 
trans-disciplinary interpretation of topics 
developing from science. 

Third, we should not have too strong 
ambitions concerning what we conclude 
from such an insight. What we can do, is 
to be informed by natural science, and 
bring the insight into a larger interpretive 
philosophical framework (that is theolo-
gical metaphysics). From this, RNT can-
not claim any universal certainty, as it at 
least has one assumption: It partakes of 
the nature of faith in God. Therefore, 
RNT as a transdisciplinary interpretation 
does not advocate ‘knock down’ argu-
ments but strives for a coherent picture if 
the world. 

Such a larger interpretive philosophi-
cal framework corresponds with Niels 
Henrik Gregersen. He argues that the sci-
ence-religion dialogue is an interdiscipli-
nary dialogue which takes place as a 
transdisciplinary interpretation of the 
methods and results from different fields 
and always involves philosophical ques-
tions.9 The role of theology of this type, 
as theological metaphysics, is as an inte -
grative discipline, bringing together 
insight from different fields into a larger 
picture.10 

Thus, in Polkinghorne’s concept RNT 
works as a core link between science and 
theology, or more precisely: between 
natural science and theological metaphy-
sics. However, for being able to analyze 
further such a link, with relevance for 
how to understand RNT’s apologetic fruit -
fulness, we need to explore the under -
lying epistemological framework of this 
type of natural theology. This framework 
is critical realism. In short, we can say 
that a critical realistic epistemology 
makes RNT possible.  

Revised natural theology and critical 
realism 
Critical realism, even limited to the scien-
ce-religion debate, is a comprehensive 
topic.11 I will not delve deeply into this 
but clarify a few points with relevance for 
RNT. In general, critical realism consists 
of an ontological claim (realism) and an 
epistemological claim (critical). We need 
to be aware that critical realism spans 
over many different approaches, so we 
actually deal with various critical rea-
lisms. My point here is not to analyze 
varieties of critical realism but proble-
matize the overall position as such in the 
context of the science and religion debate. 

Critical realism in science is not so 
much a questioned topic; it is critical rea-
lism in theology which has been heavily 
debated.12 Polkinghorne as a critical rea-
list has been criticized for doing a short-
cut by taking scientific critical realism as 
underlying both the scientific and the 
theological enterprise. Critical realism, as 
such, has also been criticized for remai-
ning caught in ‘modernistic’ structures, 
such as epistemological foundationalism, 
representational thinking with a corre-
spondence theory of truth, and excessive 
individualism.13 I find the critics of the 
‘old fashion’ critical realism in the science 
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and religion dialogue partly legitimate, 
especially the points problematized by 
Kees van Kooten Niekerk. In short, he 
warns us against making short-cuts from 
critical realism in science to critical rea-
lism in theology. Some of his arguments 
are the following.  

First, we have the problem of God as 
an object. We cannot experience God in 
the same way as we have sensory experi-
ences in nature. Van Kooten Niekerk 
says: 

theology differs from science in 
that it is contested whether its core 
subject matter (God) exists at all. 
And, of course, [this] affects the 
plausibility of the reality claims 
that are contained in theological 
propositions.14 

Second, we have the problem that religio-
us experience cannot be subject to testing 
in the same way as we do experimental 
testing in science. This point emphasizes 
the hermeneutical dimension in theology. 
In one sense, religious experience only 
exists in the past conveyed through oral 
or written testimonies. Hence, in these 
testimonies experience and interpretation 
are intertwined. 

Third, in theology we have to deal 
with the metaphorical character of the 
religious language. We express God in 
metaphors, such as ‘father’ or ‘shepherd’. 
Further, the metaphorical language expres -
 ses God as experienced in and through a 
personal relationship. Even though we 
use metaphors and models also in science, 
they are fundamentally different from 
what is going on in theology, van Kooten 
Niekerk says.  

In light of these differences, he prefers 
to use the term ‘modified critical realism’ 
in theology. Anyway, a modified critical 
realism in theology can hardly be justified 
outside a Christian tradition, as it requi-

res a positive attitude to Christian faith in 
the first place. Van Kooten Nie kerk con -
cludes: ‘In a fundamentally way it is a 
question of fides quaerens intellectum 
(faith seeking understanding), which 
remains within the context of faith.’15 

Polkinghorne’s critical realism does 
not dissolve the epistemological differen-
ces in science and theology, as he pays 
attention to some of the similar conside-
rations raised by van Kooten Niekerk. 
However, the epistemological differences 
are more clearly articulated by van Koo -
ten Niekerk. My reason for acknowled-
ging the differences between critical rea-
lism in science and in theology is to em -
phasize that reality has a many-layered 
structure. This is not an attempt to advo-
cate a fragmentated view of reality. It is 
rather the opposite: arguing for a holistic 
and consistent view of reality which takes 
into account as best as possible the com -
plexity of the reality in which we try to 
understand. 

My next step is therefore to emphasize 
more thoroughly an epistemology which 
pays attention to the many-layered struc-
ture of reality. Van Kooten Niekerk’s con-
siderations are a necessary first step. 
However, we need to elaborate this fur -
ther. 

In the science-religion dialogue, 
Andre  as Losch explores a trajectory to 
solve the challenges with the old fashion 
critical realism which relies too heavily on 
an epistemology which is based on how 
natural science works. He has coined the 
term constructive critical realism. By 
doing this, he emphasizes the social and 
cultural dimensions in our search for 
knowledge. He says the original critical 
realism too easily weaves natural science 
and theology together in one epistemolo-
gical package. Losch argues for a wider 
approach to rationality: ‘the rationalities 

49

Theofilos  vol. 12 nr. 1 2020

Knut-Willy Sæther



of natural, social, human science and of 
course theology are different ones…’16 
There must be different rationalities since 
the objects for these fields are different, 
and our approach to the objects needs to 
correspond to the distinctive character of 
the objects.  

Losch develops a broader picture com-
pared with Polkinghorne by including a 
variety of fields, such as the humanities 
and social sciences. There are undoubtedly 
different rationalities involved in our 
search for knowledge. Losch points out 
that the traditional critical realism is limi-
ted since the distinctive character of diffe-
rent fields has not been sufficiently consi-
dered. Losch says: ‘The concept of con-
structive-critical realism assumes that in 
the process of science (and in its applica-
tion as well), cultural construction carry-
ing ethical decisions is taking place.’17 For 
Losch, our approach to knowledge and 
our understanding of rationality need to 
take the ‘postmodern challenge’ seriously, 
which in this context gives voice to the 
cultural and social dimensions in doing 
science. Thus, such a concept will 
acknowledge the heritage of modernity as 
well as the insight from our postmodern 
context which emphasizes the personal, 
social and cultural dimension of rationa-
lity.  

Losch describes the ‘postmodern situa-
tion’ as an opening into new possibilities. 
He says it opens up space for a new com-
mon ground: 

Our access to truth is limited; each 
person can know directly very little 
of truth and must trust others for 
the rest. Nevertheless, this limited 
access to truth represents a com-
mon ground on which we can claim 
freedom and respect. It provides 
the spiritual foundation of a free so -
ci ety, the achievement of which Pola -
nyi called ‘man’s cosmic calling’.18 

At the core of Losch’s constructive-criti-
cal realism is a two-fold understanding of 
our search for knowledge. There is a 
‘constructive direction to shape the world 
by the use of culture toward the realiza-
tion of increasing freedom and is, yet,  
critically aware of its limits: nature’s limi-
ted resources and sin’s diminishment of 
man’s ability of recognition.’19 

The traditional critical realism, advo-
cated by Polkinghorne, can be expanded 
and adjusted by Losch’s constructive cri-
tical realism. RNT, as arguing for theism 
as the best explanation, can benefit from 
such a broader constructive critical rea-
lism. I will emphasize two points based 
on my analysis above. First, we are not 
solely ‘caught’ in modernism, but we rela-
te our epistemology to the postmodern 
situation. This makes RNT more relevant 
in dialogue with the current cultural 
situation. Second, in RNT we do not nar-
row our focus to natural science and the-
ology but rather expand our approach to 
include the humanities and other broader 
fields as well. Our reality is one, but it is 
many-layered in the sense that we have 
different approaches with their distinct 
methodologies in which we try to gain 
knowledge and insight. In Losch’s word, 
our world is more than physics. RNT can 
be enlarged by embracing a wider range 
of fields, and not only being informed by 
the natural sciences.  

In the extension of these two points, a 
third one with relevance for RNT emer-
ges out of constructive critical realism. 
The constructive part opens up for a con -
sciousness of the ethical dimension in all 
search for knowledge. When opening for 
a constructive critical realistic epistemo -
logy in the human sciences, the recogni-
tion of its ethical implications cannot be 
avoided, Losch says.20 Thus, our search 
for knowledge is intertwined with ethical 
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decisions. RNT would benefit with a 
stronger emphasize on the ethical dimen-
sion of the purpose of our knowledge, 
which also has relevance for its apologetic 
fruitfulness.  

Fideism, foundationalism, and coheren-
tism 
I will now turn more directly to the apo-
logetic fruitfulness of RNT. As already 
mentioned, RNT has to be understood as 
arguing for theism as the best explana-
tion. So far, I have mapped out that RNT 
is taking place within the context of theo-
logical metaphysics and is about a trans-
disciplinary interpretation of insight from 
different fields. Theological metaphysics, 
as well as RNT, assumes the existence of 
God. This gives us at least one challenge: 
What is the apologetic fruitfulness of argu -
 ing for a theistic belief when the argu-
ments are interpreted beforehand within 
a theistic framework? Is not theological 
metaphysics, and then RNT, a self-sup-
porting house of cards, confirming what 
we already have as assumption(s)? My 
questions echoes van Kooten Niekerk’s 
observation of the underlying (modified) 
theological critical realism: The fact that 
it requires a positive attitude to Christian 
faith in the first place. 

Since theological metaphysics and 
RNT has at least one assumption, God’s 
existence, we need to clarify this in light 
of fideism. Broadly spoken, fideism is a 
position claiming that faith in God is in 
one sense a God-given gift, independent 
of reason. Thus, reason is not suited to 
justify religious faith. Fideism takes many 
shapes and colors. However, I will empha -
size one point in relation to the role of 
RNT within the context of theological 
metaphysics. Starting with faith, i.e. belief 
in God, is something different than star-
ting with specific given theological con-

cepts which frames all other kinds of 
knowledge. The problem with fideism is 
its tendency to individualism where we all 
individually claim some sort of infallible 
information from God. The history of 
theo logy has shown us that such claims 
have fall short. An apologetics weaved 
together with fideism is not a fertile stra-
tegy. 

However, theological metaphysics is 
not fideism. Polkinghorne argues for theo -
logical metaphysics as a legitimate taken 
position informed by different fields. 
Hence, the role of theological metaphy-
sics is to take seriously the insight from 
natural science, and I will in company 
with Losch, include such as the humani-
ties and social sciences. Our insight arises 
from available data, from testing hypo -
thesis, and by formulating theories, and is 
not based on prior faith statements or 
dogmatic claims. My short clarification 
of RNT as not belonging to the campus 
of fideism, is partly related to another dis-
cussion concerning the structure of know -
ledge, namely foundationalism and cohe-
rentism. 

By arguing for RNT with an underly-
ing constructive-critical realism, I will not 
follow the road of foundationalism, nei ther 
the road of relativism. Foundationalism 
spans over a wide range of positions, and 
foundationalist theories differ in the kind 
and degree of dependence they assert, 
such as strong and moderate foundatio-
nalism.21 Foundationalism within the 
context of theology starts with some dog-
mas, which rely on themselves.22 Such a 
foundationalist view can within the con -
text of theology be related to fideism. 
Foundationalism represents some obvio-
us challenges, both from a general episte-
mological point of view and from a more 
specific theological one.  

On the other hand, if we do not start 
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with some givens, as in foundationalism 
in the general sense above, are we then 
lost in the sea of relativism? In contrast to 
foundationalism, coherentism is another 
strategy to structure our knowledge. This 
can be done without giving up some sort 
of correspondence to reality (the latter is 
a core element in critical realism). 
Coherentism argues that justification of a 
belief depends on its coherence with other 
beliefs that one holds. In this picture, our 
structure of knowledge takes shape as a 
net, consisting of different kinds of know-
ledge that in various ways are related to 
each other. Since such a net runs the risk 
for being a closed system without referen-
ce to the real world (e.g. a fictive world), 
we need some sort of correspondence or 
reference to reality. This can be solved in 
different ways, such as van Huyssteen’s 
postfoundationalism and Gregersen’s con   -
textual coherence theory.23 The latter 
argues, by following Nicolas Rescher, for 
an understanding of data as not givens in 
the sense of truth, but as immediate truth. 
Thus, coherentism does not only mean an 
inner logical consistence between propo-
sitions, but also a systematic organization 
of contextual propositions grown out of 
experience.24 According to Gregersen, we 
then avoid the danger that the coherent 
structure is purely logical or at least intra-
linguistic connectives without reference 
to the world. 

RNT with its underlying constructive 
critical realism can benefit as an apologe-
tic contribution when carefully naviga-
ting between the two extremes: founda-
tionalism caught in modernistic assump-
tions, and coherentism without some  
claims of reference to reality. However, 
RNT as theological metaphysics has at 
least one assumption or starting point 
(although not foundationalism), which is 
needed for making the whole apologetic 

endeavor meaningful. This assumption is 
at the very core of theological metaphy-
sics itself: Belief in God.  

The apologetic fruitfulness of RNT is 
then to argue for a coherent picture of the 
world on a transdisciplinary level infor-
med by insight from different fields. The 
underlying epistemology finds its way as 
a constructive critical realism, navigating 
between the extremes of fideism, founda-
tionalism and relativism. To avoid apolo-
getics ending up as a self-supporting house 
of cards, or as one of many competitive 
coherent systems without reference, the 
realistic claim in constructive critical rea-
lism must be acknowledged. This is the 
true road of doing theological metaphy-
sics. 

Further, by striving for a coherent con-
struction, the apologetic fruitfulness can 
only be evaluated against other competi-
tive coherent systems at a transdisciplina-
ry level. At this point, Polkinghorne gives 
us an illustrative closing example of com-
paring different coherent systems: 

Firstly, you can just take the brute 
fact of the physical world as your 
starting point. That’s what somebo-
dy like David Hume would take. 
Start with the brute fact of matter 
as your unexplained bases. Or sec -
ondly, you can take the brute fact 
(if that’s the word to use) of God. 
In other words, one can appeal to 
the will of an Agent, the purpose of 
a Creator, as the basic unexplained 
starting point for understanding 
the world.25 

These two different approaches can be 
described as atheism and theism, respecti-
vely. RNT, in the realm of theological 
metaphysics, makes sense as apologetics 
in terms of arguing for Christian theism 
as a more coherent description of reality.  

The ethical dimension conveyed from 
constructive critical realism is my final 
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stop. We need to rethink the purpose of 
apologetics in light of what theology is all 
about. In the context of apologetics, we 
too often deal with theology as knowledge 
acquisition. Miroslav Volf and Matthew 
Croasmun point out that, by focusing on 
knowledge at large, academic theology 
has lost track of its normative role. Accor -
ding to Volf and Croasmun, the “theolo-
gical knowledge building” had been done 
at the expense of theology’s ability to 
address normative questions. This is part 
of a broader academic picture:  

As scientists, theologians can talk 
about what is and what is likely to 
be, but not about what should be 
and what we ought to hope for in 
the future. This, too, is a fate theol-
ogy shares with humanistic discipli-
nes, which have also traded their 
ability to address the “big ques-
tions” of human life for academic 
respectability in an intellectual 
environment dominated by the sci-
ences.26 

When we reduce theology to knowledge 
acquisitions, Volf and Croasmun conti-
nue, we are caught by a methodological 
constraint, which leaves little room for 
practical wisdom and normative judge-
ments. Volf and Croasmun’s emphasis on 
the normative purpose of theology corre-
sponds with Losch’s ethical concern deve-
loped in constructive critical realism. 
Apologetics is not so much about arguing 
for Christian faith as a package of know-
ledge acquisitions as it is about dealing 
with practical wisdom, and what this life 
is all about. Or, to use Aristotelian terms, 
theology is more than episteme: it is phro-
nesis. Thus, the fruitfulness of doing apo-
logetics is dependent on its ability to take 
part in the discussion of relevant normative 
challenges in the public sphere. Contem -
po rary challenges include climate change, 

challenges on human uniqueness, and 
bio-technology.  

Closing remarks 
According to Polkinghorne, RNT is about 
arguing for theism as the best expla -
nation. The locus of RNT, as this article 
displays, has some advantages and chal-
lenges. As an apologetic contribution, my 
conclusion is that RNT needs to be clari-
fied and developed in two ways:  
(1) A clearer and more thoroughly under-
standing of the locus of RNT as theologi-
cal metaphysics (2) A more profound und -
erstanding reflecting the many-layered 
structure of reality, which demands diffe-
rent methods, approaches, and involves 
different fields.  

If RNT is about a transdisciplinary 
interpretation, then RNT as such assumes 
the existence of God. As an apologetic 
contribution, the realm of theological 
metaphysics is about developing a cohe-
rent understanding of reality, informed by 
insight from different fields. RNT can 
never be a matter of knockdown argu-
ments, proofs or inferences from nature 
to God. Belief in God is a precondition 
for practicing RNT. The task for RNT is 
to argue for, and give good reasons for, 
belief in God by following Anselm’s phra-
se ‘faith seeking understanding’. With 
RNT as a transdisciplinary interpretation, 
we can develop a more profound and 
nuanced reflection of the traditional 
topics, such as the intelligibility of nature, 
the fine-tuning of nature, and beauty of 
nature.27 

  Finally, RNT should not be solely 
about reasoning within the context of 
natural science and theology. The original 
RNT confine itself too much to these 
two. One reason for this limitation is the 
underlying old fashion critical realism. 
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We need to extend our epistemology as 
well. I have argued for a wider approach, 
where we pay attention to insight from 
different fields, including the humanities 
and social sciences. In this respect, 
Losch’s constructive critical realism is 
useful. Constructive critical realism takes 
the postmodern situation seriously and 
finds its way via media foundationalism 

and relativism. In addition, it emphasizes 
the ethical dimension in our search for 
knowledge. The latter is most urgent for 
both the topics we consider as important 
in our apologetic endeavor today, such as 
climate change and the human unique-
ness, as well as the credibility for how we 
practice apologetics in the public sphere. 
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