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The beginning of harmony

Some pastors see God's hand in evolution 
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The Rev. Lee Platt marvels at evolution when he thinks about the single cell that became a dinosaur, then might have evolved into a bird eating seeds in his backyard. 

He also sees God's hand at work.

"God created everything that was, and if you look at evolution, evolution is part of creation," said Platt, pastor of Glen Echo Presbyterian Church in Clintonville.

Thursday is the 200th anniversary of the birth of British naturalist Charles Darwin. This year also marks the 150th anniversary of his book On the Origin of Species.

The debate between creationism and Darwin's evolution theories often pits religious leaders against scientists. But many pastors find the two ideas compatible -- and are speaking out about it.

More than 11,800 Christian clergy members in every state have joined the Clergy Letter Project, a campaign started with a letter in 2004 to explain that harmony can exist between religion and science.

These clergy members say that the vast majority of Christians do not take the Bible literally, and that stories such as Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden and Noah's Ark are "religious truth," which is different from "scientific truth." To deny evolution, the letter states, is to transmit "ignorance to our children."

In Ohio, 611 clergy members have signed the letter. About 900 congregations nationwide are expected to give sermons or seminars about evolution and creationism on the weekend of Feb. 14-15.

Faith leaders supporting evolution is not new, said Michael Zimmerman, a dean and biology professor at Butler University and founder of the Clergy Letter Project. Some of Darwin's most vocal supporters were faith leaders, he said.

The culture war over evolution and creation often has put scientific and religious communities at odds and spurred feverous debates over what content should be taught in public schools.

Many pastors hold to the infallibility of the biblical account of creation, in which God made the world in six 24-hour days just thousands of years ago.

The Rev. Paul Hamilton of Westerville Bible Church said that creation and evolution are completely incompatible. Hamilton adheres to the narrative of creation described in the book of Genesis.

Darwin had a bias against God, Hamilton said. He feels a mix of pity and disgust for clergy members who say the two theories can coexist.

"Evolution starts without God in the equation. Evolution says 'We reject the supernatural. We reject God. We reject the Bible in its account.'"

But for pastors such as Platt, the reality of evolution only makes creation more remarkable. Creation was not instantaneous but ongoing, Platt said. He doesn't think it happened in 24-hour days, the way that many interpret the Genesis account, but over a much longer period. God is capable of creating the processes by which one-celled creatures become plants, animals and humans, Platt thinks.

He acknowledged he doesn't have all the answers. He's unsure whether humans evolved from the apes but thinks there were probably several first men or first women, rather than just Adam and Eve.

Evolution is part of the natural order of things on Earth, established by God, said the Rev. Carl Fischer, pastor of All Shepherds Lutheran Church in Lewis Center.

"The scientific theories have always talked about, for me, the 'how' of things," he said, "whereas my perspective as a person of faith convinces me of the 'who' behind everything."

For him, creation and evolution are mysteries, and humans can't presume to know for sure.

Fischer agrees that a lot of Christians don't believe in evolution. There is a lot of diversity of opinion even within his church. That's why he doesn't preach about evolution, he said, because he doesn't want to impose his views on others.

"One of the things we ought to do is learn to respect one another's point of view without trying to bring everybody to our point of view."
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