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Science for future religious leaders: 
principles, practices, and possibilities 
of the Science for Seminaries program 
BY LUCAS JOHN MIX AND
KATHARINE E. HINMAN 

provided grants to more than 65 schools in 15 countries 

on four continents with broad theological diversity. Across 

the spectrum, students and faculty report greater comfort 

with science, deeper understanding of its relevance to 

faith and ministry, and more creative, effective engage-

ment around pressing issues.

SfS brings together scientific and religious stakeholders, 

promoting world-class science and well-informed theolo-

gy. And, while the grants have helped improve impact and 

reach, the key principles and core practices of SfS can be 

beneficial for any organization training religious leaders in 

an age of science.

Key principles  
Science for Seminaries is defined by three key commit-

ments:

1. Science in the core curriculum  

Education for ministry faces severe time constraints. SfS 

intentionally integrates science engagement in required 

How can we be�er prepare semi-
nary graduates to engage with crit-
ical issues of science and society in 
their ministry and communiࢼes? 
The Science for Seminaries pro-
gram provides a successful frame-
work for bringing science engag
ment into theological educaࢼon to 
help students lead their communi-
 onsࢼcal quesࢼes in addressing criࢼ
in an age of rapid scienࢼfic and 
technological advancement.  

https://www.scienceforseminaries.org/
https://www.aaas.org/programs/dialogue-science-ethics-and-religion/about
https://www.aaas.org/
https://www.aaas.org/
https://www.eclasproject.org/
https://www.eclasproject.org/
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classes, showing how it applies to questions students al-

ready face. In academic formation, this may address con-

trasting knowledge claims (e.g., paleontological and bibli-

cal stories of human origins; neuroscience and free will ac-

counts of choice). In professional formation, it may ad-

dress the use of science and technology in ministry (e.g., 

engaging neurodiversity in preaching; online apologetics). 

Explicit engagement around spiritual questions has also 

proved fruitful (e.g., spiritual aspects of science narratives 

on human origins, identity, and future).

2. Contextualizaঞon  

Science engagement in theological education is not 

one-size-fits-all. SfS does not dictate which scientific disci-

plines must be included, what courses must be modified, 

or what theological approaches should be used. Rather, 

seminaries can determine where science engagement will 

be most fruitful. Any opportunity to walk through a sci-

ence-engaged theology scenario with an instructor gives 

students permission to do the same. It models the process students permission to do the same. It models the process 

for future use in ministry.  

3. Not just science, but scienঞsts  

Knowledge is formed in community. SfS brings in practic-

ing scientists to share the philosophy and methodology of 

their science, not just the results. This helps seminarians 

see how knowledge claims work—why scientists do what 

they do and reach the conclusions they do. Future reli-

gious leaders learn to identify with a scientist as a fallible, 

but rigorous thinker who cares about truth and conse

quences. Scientists, in turn, see how their research is per-

ceived and applied.

Core pracࢼces  
Science for Seminaries grew through reflection on suc-

cessful engagement. Three core practices highlight learn-

ings from past cohorts:

1. Be specific  

Buy-in from local stakeholders is crucial, specifically semi-

nary leaders and senior religious leaders who sponsor and 

eventually oversee graduates. Projects should start with 

issues of immediate relevance to the religious community 

L(e.g., viruses and vaccines, machine learning, climate 

change) and identify relevant scientific and theological 

experts. Posing specific questions within the existing 

frameworks already taught in the seminary allows in-

structors to model thoughtful and well-informed en-

gagement.  

2. Be open  

Once discussion becomes concrete, it may raise deeply 

personal issues for students and stakeholders. Gener-

ous time for reflection and feedback is critical. Pro-

grams become transformative when they listen to 

many voices and create spaces for mutual learning. The 

science should be well-done by scientific standards 

and the theology well-done by theological standards. If 

the two conflict, that the two conflict, that raises interesting questions of 

how the conflicts are resolved. We have found it best 

to address tensions directly, with intellectual rigor and 

pastoral sensitivity.  

3. Make connecঞons  

For many students, theological education is already 

quite a steep learning curve. Adding science engage-

ment can be destabilizing. Seminaries can encourage 

thoughtful engagement while still providing footholds 

for their students within their own religious traditions. 

These footholds may be dogmatic (e.g., creeds or doc-

trines), ethical (e.g., “how do we respect human dignity 

in this?”), methodological (e.g., orientated in scripture), 

or social (e.g., built in networks of trust). SfS allows 

future religious leaders to remain anchored in their 

own tradition while connecting them with scientists 

who work near them or work in areas of interest to 

them. 

Future possibiliࢼes  
Knowing the importance of science engagement for 

future religious leaders, faculty, and institutions can 

empower their students to address scientific topics 

faithfully. The SfS approach can produce dramatic im-

provements in science outreach—a goal for scien-

tists—as well as academic, vocational, and spiritual for-

mation for students—a goal for church leaders. Still, 
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discussion beyond the classroom is also critical for the  

move from education to empowerment of faith lead-

ers. Science interacts with faith in the lived experience 

of all believers. 

As science and technology advance, it will become in-

creasingly important for religious leaders to have 

these skills—engaging with science in both word and 

deed. The Science for Seminaries approach equips 

them to do precisely this. Informed by good science 

and good theology, future religious leaders can be em-

powered to apply them both in their particular context 

to address the needs of their particular community. 
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