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Portrait of Charles Robert Darwin, the great naturalist, in his middle age. Photo circa 1854.

As pastor of All Saints Episcopal Church, the Rev. Betsey Monnot believes in both the word of God and the work of Darwin. This Sunday, her congregation will hear a message about both.

"Belief in one enhances the other," Monnot said. 

The pastor studied physics in college and does not believe the theory of evolution contradicts the teachings of her faith. She said the Bible was not intended as a science book but rather is essential for telling "stories that help us understand who we are." 

Darwinism – the theory that all life descended from a common ancestor – is a controversial issue in some faith groups, and many religious leaders reject Monnot's views.

This weekend, Monnot's congregation will join hundreds of other churches across the country – including about half a dozen in the Sacramento area – with sermons about the compatibility of science and faith. It's all part of the seventh annual Evolution Weekend, a program by the Clergy Letter Project that promotes science and religion.

Monnot said many believers think they can't accept both. "It's important for people to know that the loudest Christians do not represent all Christians," she said.

Evolution Weekend falls on the same weekend as Darwin Day, a celebration of the British scientist's birthday. Sacramento's Darwin Day event, in honor of his 203rd birthday, will be held Sunday at the La Sierra Community Center in Carmichael. Music, children's activities and birthday cake will be part of the festivities. 

"What we are really celebrating is science," said Minga Futrell, co-chair of the event. She said the event attracts religious believers and atheists. "There may be a diverse group, but science belongs to all of us; it's a common language."

Peter Hess, director for religious community outreach at the National Center for Science Education in Oakland, will be the keynote speaker at the event.

"What many don't realize is that many mainstream religions came to accept or accommodate Darwin's work generations ago," Hess said. 

Ken Ham disagrees. He is the founder of the Creation Museum in Kentucky, which opened four years ago and has had more than 1 million visitors. He is currently working on his next project, a replica of Noah's Ark. He criticized Evolution Weekend, calling it "insignificant." 

"Basically only the most liberal churches have signed up to participate," Ham said. "If you are a Christian and you believe in evolution, then you are undermining biblical authority."

A 2010 Gallup Poll found that 39 percent of Americans said they "believe in the theory of evolution," while a quarter said they do not believe in the theory and another 36 percent did not have an opinion either way. 

To Ham, it is clear. "Darwin said man comes from ape," he said. "The Bible makes it clear that man comes from dust." 

Local pastors who are participating in the program said they want to spread a message that religious people don't have to reject science. The Rev. Craig Kuehn, pastor of the Church of Our Saviour in Placerville, will preach on the subject Sunday. Afterward, his congregation will hold a discussion.

"I think there is an unnecessary war that is happening," Kuehn said. "Religion asks a different question from science. Science asks how something happened; religion asks why. "

Daniel Smith of the Lutheran Church of the Incarnation in Davis has participated in the program for the past five years. "You don't have to be a creationist to be faithful," said the pastor. He said he has many science professors in his congregation and they expect the church to take part in Evolution Weekend. "They show you can believe in both (science and religion)."

At All Saints Episcopal Church, Monnot will not preach. Instead, John Miller, her ministry intern, will take the pulpit. He has a degree in physics and a master's in divinity.

"He's a scientist and a he's preparing for the priesthood," Monnot said. "No matter what, it will be an interesting discussion." 

