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	The Rev. Jeffrey Spencer believes in God. He also believes in the Big Bang and evolution. 

"In fact, I would say with evolution that it's as certain as science can ever be," said Spencer, a minister at Niles Congregational United Church of Christ in Fremont. 

The harmonious mix of faith and science will be his sermon topic today when Niles Congregational joins more than 500 churches across the country for Evolution Sunday. 

Coinciding with Charles Darwin's birthday Monday, it's part of a movement to provide a moderate voice in the divisive debate between creation and evolution that has often pitted the faithful against the scientists. 

We "believe the timeless truths of the Bible and the discoveries of modern science may comfortably co-exist," states an open letter signed by 10,500 clergy members. Science answers the when and how the world came into being, but why we're here falls into religion's realm. 

Such happy talk belies a heated Observers agree that the December 2005 decision was merely a battle in a much bigger - and bitter - cultural war between fundamentalists and secularists. Nearly half - 48 percent - of Americans believe life evolved over time, but of those, 18 percent think that evolution was guided by a Supreme Being, according to a survey by the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life. The 2005 survey also found that 42 percent believe life has always existed in its present form. In other words, no evolution occurred. 

Back in the courts 

"It probably will be taken up in terms of school board decisions and the like, and then we'll be in the courts again," said Francisco Ayala, a professor of biological sciences and philosophy at the University of California-Irvine. "The debate will continue in the public arena because very visual groups are pushing intelligent design." 

Among them is the Discovery Institute in Seattle which promotes research into intelligent design, a theory that life is so complex that it must have been planned by an intelligent force. They support educational guidelines calling for the critical teaching of evolution. 

"I think the scientific data says there are many scientific challenges to neo-Darwinism and much evidence that life was designed by intelligence," said Casey Luskin, the group's program officer in public policy and legal affairs. 

In May, the nation's first Creation Museum is set to open in Ohio. Founder Ken Ham said it was important to open the $27 million building because the natural science museums propagandize evolution. His group takes issue, for instance, with museum time lines declaring that dinosaurs roamed the earth millions of years ago. Some Christians believe the world is only about 6,000 years old. At the Creation Museum, the dinosaurs will be much younger. 

Magazine launched 

Last year, Ham's group also launched Answers magazine, which promotes Genesis - the biblical version of how the Earth was created in six days. So far, he said, the magazine has 50,000 subscribers. 

Ham is impatient with those who read Genesis metaphorically instead of accepting it as God's literal truth. If one questions the very first chapter of the Bible, he says, they are undermining everything that follows. 

"What you believe about where you came from affects your whole worldview," he said. 

That unquestioning attitude baffles Robert Stephens, a retired cell biologist who has been organizing Darwin Day events to celebrate the scientist, whose work is at the center of the debate. His Redwood City-based group - along with some religious and scientific groups - is launching a celebration for Darwin's 200th birthday in 2009. 

"If creation has any place in science, they have to come up with evidence for their theories," Stephens said. "Otherwise, it's mythology." 

He has no problems with personal religion, but he's frustrated by moves to have it replace scientific facts, especially in classrooms and politics. 

Stephens was raised in a religious home - and was an elder in the Presbyterian church - but says he was "able to grow away from it." 

Asked how he describes himself now, he replied, "I'm a very excited scientist. It's very spiritual." 

Either-or nature 

The either-or nature of the debate has made it "very uncomfortable" for those who believe in both God and science, said Joan Roughgarden, an evolutionary biologist at Stanford University and an Episcopalian. 

"Scientists have a responsibility to give space to people of faith in their discipline," she said. "They can't make people of faith retarded cretins." 

The atmosphere has turned poisonous. 

Roughgarden recently debated Richard Dawkins, the famous author and atheist. The exchange got posted on YouTube, where viewers ended up mocking her clothes and her habit of saying "um" and "ah" when she pauses. "I'm being called a bitch," she said. 

Roughgarden, who will preach at a Sausalito church Sunday, reads the Bible with a biologist's eye. "When Genesis talks about humans being made from mud, does that mean we are made from the mud one finds in a marsh? Or does that mean we come from a common substance?" She added that the commonality might be our DNA. 

It's important, she said, for the faithful to redirect the argument. 

"If one thinks `Evolution = Satan,' as some postcards from Houston say, then the issue in my view is not to say that Satan isn't out there. But that it isn't evolution," she said. When people learn about evolution, she said, the tension fades. 

It's not that simple. Nate Glaze knows about evolution. But the junior high pastor at Bridges Community Church in Fremont doesn't believe it. 

"The Genesis account and the science account don't line up," he said. He knows the evidence scientists trot out - carbon dating, the rings of a tree - but he believes God created the world already old, with fully mature trees, and 5 million-year-old rocks. 

At Willow Glen United Methodist in San Jose, children's pastor Susan Grace Smith said people need to develop their own personal understanding of God and humanity. The young children soak up Bible stories, including Genesis, with its focus on order and repetitive rhythm. By third grade, though, they begin asking questions, weighing creation against what they heard at school. She encourages them to find their own answers. 

"The story might be true, it might not be true," Smith said. "There's truth and truth. There's factual truth and truth we know in our heart." 
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