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I had another sermon outlined for today, but, as has been the case lately, the happenings at Pilgrim, or the six o’clock news, have guided me elsewhere.  A few years ago, Professor Michael Zimmerman of Butler University began the Clergy Letter Project.  Reaching out to pastors across the ecumenical spectrum, Professor Zimmerman seeks to unite science and religion in an intellectual, life-giving dialogue.  He writes, “For too long, the misperception that science and religion are inevitably in conflict has created unnecessary division and confusion, especially concerning the teaching of evolution.  I wanted to let the public know that numerous clergy from most denominations have tremendous respect for evolutionary theory and have embraced it as a core component of human knowledge, fully harmonious with religious faith.”
  Each February, when the scientific community commemorates the birthday of Charles Darwin (on February 12), the Clergy Letter Project promotes Evolution Sunday: the day that they encourage pastors to speak about the relationship between science and religion from their pulpits, particularly the co-existence of a belief in a Creator God without dismissing the theory of evolution.

Now, as you know, I spent the better part of five years serving a church just outside of Kansas City.  Every year (it seems) the Kansas Board of Education argues as to whether or not Intelligent Design should be part of the public school curriculum as a corrective to the theory of evolution.  As foreign or bizarre a debate this may seem to some of us, it is a very real concern that occupies much of the discussion in the State Capitol: Topeka, which, by the way, is also home to the infamous Fred Phelps and the Westboro Baptist Church.  A nationally syndicated editorial cartoon that circulated the nation a few years ago summed it up best.  The comic showed a large book.  The title was Kansas Science Textbook.  Beneath the title (in smaller print) it read: King James Version.  Laugh all you want — it is truer than you think.  I am aware that similar debates occurred in Ohio not too long ago as well: those who seek to legislate their beliefs see no boundary between Church and state and feel that it is their evangelistic job to teach “right doctrine” in the public, secular realm.

Yes, the Scopes-Monkey Trial occurred 84 years ago, but the debate between faith and science continues to this day.


Let me begin by saying I think this is a ludicrous debate, because it really is an apples and oranges argument.  The book of Genesis is not a scientific textbook, nor was it written as such.  First of all, there are two creation stories in Genesis: the passage that opens the Scriptures (Genesis 1:1-2:4a) and the passage that immediately follows it (Genesis 2:4b-4:26).  These stories actually contradict one another.  In the first story, known as the Priestly account, “man” (‘adam in Hebrew) is created last.  In the second story, known as the Yahwist account, humankind is created first.  The language and the style of writing in both tales are also different.  Actually, four historically distinct linguistic and cultural strands were woven together by editors centuries after they were written to create the Torah: the first five books of the Old Testament.  Hebrew Bible scholars such as Karl H. Graf, Julius Wellhausen, and Gerhard von Rad, among others, have clearly illustrated that four different writers, known as J (for Yahwist), E (for Elohist), D (for Deuteronomist), and P (for Priestly), wrote the first five books of the Old Testament.  It wasn't Moses, which is evident since Moses dies before the end of Deuteronomy.  Furthermore, the creation narrative in Genesis is based, in large part, on a much earlier Babylonian epic known as Enuma Elish.

Furthermore, these stories were written by an ancient people who used the language and knowledge of their day — the language of folklore and poetry, of saga and myth — to try to articulate their understanding of God.  Their words were not unlike the Psalmist, who, years later, wrote:

O Lord, our Sovereign, how majestic is your name in all the earth!

You have set your glory above the heavens.

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,

the moon and the stars that you have established;

what are human beings that you are mindful of them,

mortals that you care for them?

Yet you have made them a little lower than [the angels],

and crowned them with glory and honor.
Psalm 8, just like Genesis chapter one, is not a scientific claim or a geological textbook, nor was it written as such.  This is poetry.  This is a song of praise.  Like the writers of Genesis, the Psalmist is looking in awe and wonder upon creation and, employing poetic conventions, is praising God.  When we try to make a science out of something that was never intended to be a science, we not only miss the point, but we do the writers of Scripture a great disservice as well.

Now don’t get me wrong.  I am not saying that one has to either subscribe to the theory of evolution or accept Creationism.  I do not see these views as mutually exclusive.  One can believe in evolution and be a Christian.  Simply put, scientists attempt to answer the “how” questions.  They are interested in processes, cause-and-effect, experimentation, observation, and theoretical explanations of natural phenomenon.  Theologians, on the other hand, ask the “why” questions.  They are interested in the meaning of life, faith, spirituality, God, and theoretical explanations of supernatural phenomenon.  Scientists do not pretend to be theologians.  Theologians should cease from pretending to be scientists and from insisting that faith is a science.

Can’t God be the life force behind the Big Bang?  Can’t God’s will be unfolding in the delicate cycles of evolution?  The answer, of course, is yes.  If you subscribe to this belief, then, essentially, you believe in Intelligent Design.  It doesn’t take much to convince a person that an intelligent, creative being lies behind all that exists.  Look at the veins that run through the fingers of a leaf.  Look at the rejuvenating cycles of nature.  Watch a newborn baby immediately begin to suck when held to her mother’s breast.  There is purpose.  There is design behind all this.

But many people of faith reject Intelligent Design being taught in our public schools, because Intelligent Design isn’t a science — it is a faith claim — and this is gist of the controversy.

We live in a time that sees the demarcation between politics and religion blurred more and more every day.  This can be quite unsettling.  No religious view — be it conservative, moderate, or liberal — has the right to legislate its faith.  This is not what our forebears intended.  They founded a nation where people of all faiths could be free to practice their religion, a nation in which no one would have to fear that any one faith would influence the government or vice versa.  The Intelligent Design debate is another example of this dialectic.

The key, for people of faith, is to turn this dialectic into a dialogue: to create a mutually enriching conversation between our faith claims and the best that the scientific community has to offer.  By getting a fuller understanding of the “how” of science and the “why” of theology, we will acquire a deeper awareness of ourselves and the entire created order.  On the other hand, to say that one discipline is the only way to view reality is not only academically and spiritually irresponsible, but it robs our children of the fullness of sound academics.  Scientists and theologians should be dialogical partners, not spiteful combatants.  Each needs to simply respect the other and the arena in which each discipline espouses its theories and beliefs.  As Patricia H. Kelley, a professor of Geology at the University of North Carolina at Wilmington, writes, “It is important to distinguish science from religion, so that students can realize that these alternate ways of understanding the world need not conflict.”

Michael Zimmerman, who I mentioned at the outset of this homily, makes a similar claim.  He states,

With clergy members and scientists banding together to proclaim that their two fields have much to teach us about the world and the people in it, with the two groups demonstrating that they can work collaboratively, there is now hope that we can put the divisiveness that has been the hallmark of this struggle behind us.  We can look to a future in which it is no longer controversial to teach our children the best science has to offer.  We can create a future in which experts in different fields respect one another and the ideas each has to offer.

Let us, therefore, encourage the conversation.  Let us be part of it.  Let us find ways to leave our children the best that all disciplines have to offer, while, at the same time, offers them a faith that is not only historically and theologically responsible, but also allows them (and us) to gaze at the stars, the heavens, and to still allow the wonder and mystery of it all take us in and leave us with a prayer on our lips, “O God, Creator of the Universe, how majestic is your name in all the earth!”  Alleluia, and Amen.
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