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Where faith meets fact

Author's attempt to reconcile science and religion is met with attacks from both camps
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DATEBOOK

Writer's Symposium by the Sea 

Five-day series of talks by notable authors 

When: Today through Friday; Karl Giberson, tomorrow, 12:30 p.m. 

Where: Point Loma Nazarene University; for schedule, call (619) 849-2297 or check www.pointloma.edu/LJML/WSS.htm 
Karl Giberson believes in Charles Darwin's theory and Jesus Christ's divinity. What he can't believe is the anger this inspires among some who embrace one belief and reject the other. 

His latest book, “Saving Darwin: How to be a Christian and Believe in Evolution,” was published last summer by HarperOne. Since then, both sides have launched missiles at him, attacking in live debates, Internet forums, magazine articles and book reviews. 

A rocket from a faith-based doubter: “Giberson is a brazen liar Giberson is a double agent; posing as a Christian, attempting to deceive naive Christians into accepting Darwinism.” 

Incoming from a soldier for science: “Tell us what your god does, tell us how and when he/she/it does these things, form a testable hypothesis or else shut the hell up, moron.” 

A bespectacled, mild-mannered 51-year-old professor of physics, Giberson will bring his – choose one or all: “confused,” “dimwitted,” “pro-atheism,” “superstitious” – views to Point Loma Nazarene University tomorrow for the annual Writer's Symposium by the Sea. 

That's the official title, but the five-day event could be dubbed the National Confab of Ink-Stained Troublemakers. Christopher Buckley, Friday's headliner, managed to get himself fired by National Review, the magazine his father founded. Luis Alberto Urrea, tomorrow evening's featured writer, draws on his Mexican-American heritage to express a nuanced view of immigration that enrages both Mexicans and Americans. In such contentious company, Giberson looks as infuriating as a napping puppy. 

Or he would, if not for his insistence on entering these typhoon-force troubled waters. Trying to mediate this conflict, some say, is like ordering the tides to turn back. 

“The attempt to reconcile science and religion is, in my opinion, doomed to failure,” said Elie Shneour, an 83-year-old biophysicist, former Stanford professor and recently retired chairman of the San Diego County Science Advisory Board. 

There is, Shneour noted, a fundamental difference between the two fields. (A skeptic whose mentor was the French paleontologist and Jesuit theologian Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Shneour is fond of quoting Voltaire on Christianity's often feuding denominations. The 18th-century philosopher quipped, “There are no sects in geometry.”) Science is based on hypotheses that are tested, then confirmed or rejected. Religion is based on faith, focusing on ultimate and untestable questions. Why do we live? What happens after we die? 

Shneour agrees with the late Stephen Jay Gould, an evolutionary biologist who held that science and religion are “non-overlapping magesteria,” each occupying its own domain. 

The National Academy of Science staked out similar territory in a 1999 position paper: “Science and religion occupy two separate realms of human experience. Demanding that they be combined detracts from the glory of each.” 

In fact, some prominent voices in Christendom now sing the hosannas of the great 19th-century scientist whose radical ideas were once deemed sacrilegious. Since 2004, more than 11,800 Christian leaders have signed the “Clergy Letter,” agreeing that “the theory of evolution is a foundational scientific truth.” The Letter inspired the annual Evolution Weekend; this year's meeting, Feb. 13-15 in Indianapolis, is expected to draw representatives from 860 churches and synagogues from 14 countries. 

A month later, the University of Notre Dame and six Vatican universities will co-sponsor a conference of scientists, philosophers and theologians marking the 150th anniversary of Darwin's “On the Origin of Species.” 

“One thing is sure,” Monsignor Gianfranco Ravasi, the head of the Roman Catholic Church's Pontifical Council for Culture, told reporters last fall. “Evolution is not incompatible with faith.” 

For scientists who espouse a religious faith, this is a common refrain – there's no conflict. 

“Science is pretty clear that the world is old, that evolution has taken place and that evolution is God's way of creating,” said Darrel Falk, a biology professor at Point Loma Nazarene. 

Peace offering

To quote someone who is neither scientist nor preacher, can't we all just get along? Perhaps not. 

Giberson wrote “Saving Darwin” as an olive branch, a cease-fire in the battle between science and religion. But he quickly found that these warring parties were willing to join forces as long as they could turn their guns on him. 

“Cursed are the peacemakers,” Giberson sighed. 

In the 1970s, Giberson attended Eastern Nazarene College in Quincy, Mass., as an undergraduate and a Biblical literalist. By the time he had earned a Ph.D. from Rice University, his faith in Genesis as a historical account of humanity's origins had been shattered. When Giberson returned to Eastern Nazarene as a professor, he was a converted evolutionist – but still a believer in a divine Creator. 

Americans' views on creation are varied. In a national survey conducted last May, the Gallup Poll found that the creationist view, that God created humankind in its present form about 10,000 years ago, was endorsed by 44 percent. 

Only 14 percent believe that humans developed over millions of years without a deity's involvement. 

But 35 percent echoed Giberson, saying that humans evolved over millions of years “with God guiding the process.” 

Even in universities with strong evangelical ties, the vast majority of science professors note that the evidence supports Darwin's observations, Giberson pointed out. “It's really hard to find a Ph.D. who thinks that evolution isn't right.” 

Yet teaching evolution in an evangelical setting can be hazardous. When Falk was writing his 2004 book, “Coming to Peace With Science: Bridging the World Between Faith and Biology,” some donors questioned why Point Loma Nazarene employed a Darwinian. 

“I was putting my job in jeopardy,” Falk said. 

Those pressures arose off-campus, though, and never gained much traction in Point Loma. Did the university's administration and faculty support Falk? “Yes,” the professor said. “Absolutely, consistently and from the very beginning.” 

A handful of ministers have protested Giberson's views, too, but he was able to shrug off their complaints: “I have the luxury of working at a college that is located in the bulls-eye of the bluest of Blue States.” Quincy is about 10 miles south of Boston; in that locale, Giberson estimated, creationists are found “only in trace quantities.” 

That's not true in Southern California. This weekend, Ken Ham, author of “The Lie: Evolution,” is hosting “Answers for Darwin,” a series of talks at a Santa Ana church. 

In 2007, Ham opened the Creation Museum in Petersburg, Ky., which maintains that Earth is a mere 10,000 years old and that Adam and Eve's Edenic neighbors included dinosaurs. T. Rex and other prehistoric species were succeeded by other flora and fauna, not due to natural selection, but thanks to an all-powerful deity's choices, Ham argues. The world we inhabit, his museum teaches, is the result of the Almighty's “intelligent design.” 

The museum reportedly is popular, claiming more than 500,000 visitors in its first 17 months, but Giberson dismissed its underlying “young earth” theory as nonsense. 

“You really have to study a lot and learn nothing to stay with that 19th-century viewpoint,” he said. 

But Ham and his allies gain converts, and Darwin loses them, Giberson argues, because the theory of evolution is presented “in an atheistic framework that is alienating a great number of people . . . We have to disentangle Darwin and atheism.” 

In Giberson's view, the magesteria of science and religion should and do overlap. Along with Falk and Francis Collins, former director of the National Human Genome Research Institute, Giberson believes that the study of nature is the study of God's handiwork. 

“We are calling on Christians to reject intelligent design and creationism,” Giberson said. 

The trio hopes that a new Web site, biologos.org, will spread that word. The site's test version includes a photo of Collins and strikingly similar photos of a stained-glass window and a long axis of DNA. 

“God is made known to us through two books, the book of God's word and the book of nature,” the text says. “Faith and science both lead us to truth about God and creation. 

“Truth cannot conflict with truth!” 
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