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EVOLUTION SUNDAY

     For a number of years, I have supported an idea that was initiated in 2004 by Dr. Michael Zimmerman, who, at the time, was a professor of biology at Butler University in Indianapolis. Today, Dr. Zimmerman is the vice president for academic affairs and provost at Evergreen State College in Olympia, Washington. 

      It’s called The Clergy Letter Project.  The initial letter was written by Pastor John McFadden, who served as the pastor of First Congregational United Church of Christ, Appleton, Wisconsin, at the time.     
     So, what is the Clergy Letter Project?  To quote Professor Zimmerman, “The Clergy Letter Project is an endeavor designed to demonstrate that (faith) and science can be compatible and to elevate the quality of the debate of this issue.”

     So, now that we know a bit about what the Clergy Letter is, what about its genesis (so to speak)?

     Again, Professor Zimmerman. “Simply put, when I became completely frustrated over the language used by a small but very vocal contingent of fundamentalist preachers to refer to those who understood and accepted evolutionary theory, I decided it was time to act.  These preachers were (and, unfortunately, still are) asserting that if you ‘believe in evolution,’ you’re going to hell.  They were (and, unfortunately, still are) loud in their condemnation of the many deeply religious people who have no problem reconciling their faith with the best science has to offer.  They were (and, unfortunately, still are) asserting that Christian religious leaders, in particular, who were fully comfortable with evolutionary theory can’t be ‘true’ Christians.
     The Clergy Letter Project was formed to counter this extreme view, to demonstrate that those who were making such absurd claims were not speaking for thousands of religious leaders and to provide space for truly meaningful dialogue rather than name-calling.  To date more than 13,600 American clergy members have signed one of our Clergy Letters…from Buddhist, Christian, Jewish and Unitarian Universalist Clergy. Each of these Letters, well-grounded from the core of their respective faith traditions, urges that evolution be taught as a central component of public school science education.”
     Eight years ago, Professor Zimmerman invited leaders of religious communities to address the faith-science issue during worship under the rubric “Evolution Sunday”.   
     The goal of Evolution Sunday, as I understand it, is to embolden us to speak positively about the relationship between faith and science, and to speak against those who want us to believe that it is impossible to be both a person of faith and a person who affirms the science of evolution 
     This year marks the eighth annual Evolution Sunday.  More than 550 congregations representing 12 different countries are scheduled to participate.  

     Although today is Hope’s first official participation in Evolution Sunday, the relationship of faith and science has been important to this pastor for many, many years.
     Why is it important for the faith-science question to be raised in worship?  There are many ways to answer this question.  
     For one, there are disturbingly high numbers of Christians who believe, against a mountain of scientific evidence that the earth is between 6,000 and 10,000 years old.  And, they’re not kidding.

     Young Earth creationists believe that God created the universe, from nothing, in six days, approximately 6,000-10,000 years ago.

     An example of young earth creationism on display in living color is the Creation Museum near Petersburg, Kentucky.  The Museum opened its doors to the public on May 28, 2007 and has been a popular destination for large groups of Christian tourists.    

     This morning, I’d like to show you just one example of the kind of thinking that is being presented as legitimate science at the Creation Museum.

     (Show picture of the exhibit showing human beings coexisting peacefully with a vegetarian tyrannosaurus)
    This exhibit is meant to portray human beings coexisting peacefully with a vegetarian tyrannosaurus.

     Tyrannosaurus, which means "tyrant lizard", from Greek tyrannos (τύραννος) meaning "tyrant," and sauros (σαῦρος) meaning "lizard”, lived in the region of what is now western North America, 67 to 65.5 million years ago. 
     This exhibit is troublesome for a number of reasons:
1) Tyrannosaurids of all kinds were carnivores; meat-eaters.  To present one as an herbivore is very bad science.
2) To portray a human being and a tyrannosaurus peacefully co-existing is comical, were it not for the fact that this exhibit is no joke. 
3) If the planet that we inhabit is between 6,000-10,000 years old, as the so-called young earth creationists would have us believe, what do we do with a dinosaur that lived between 67 and 65.5 million years ago?
4) And, finally, scientific consensus puts the age of the Earth at about 4.5 billion years.
     In an article published in January, 2012, “Protestant Pastors Split on Age of the Earth” the following was reported:
 “America's Protestant pastors say they overwhelmingly reject the theory of evolution but are evenly split on the age of the Earth…When asked in a survey released…by the Southern Baptist Convention if ‘God used evolution to create people,’ 73 percent of pastors said they disagreed.
     Asked if the Earth is about 6,000 years old -- a figure creationists say is rooted in the Bible -- 46 percent agreed while 43 percent disagreed.  In the survey conducted among 1,000 American Protestant pastors of various denominations, 74 percent said they believe the biblical figures of Adam and Eve were literal people.
     "Recently discussions have pointed to doubts about a literal Adam and Eve, the age of the Earth and other origin issues," said Ed Stetzer, president of LifeWay Research, a division of the Southern Baptist Convention that conducted the survey. "But Protestant pastors are overwhelmingly creationists and believe in a literal Adam and Eve."

     46% of Protestant pastors believe the world is 6,000 years old and are overwhelmingly creationists!

     As a Protestant pastor who does not hold these views, I am embarrassed by the ignorance expressed by my colleagues who participated in this survey.
     One of the things that I have said over and over, especially during the past five years, is that I am zealous for the millennial generation to be part of the Christian church.  Millennials are people that were born between 1980 and 2000, and they number nearly 78 million strong.
     What we have learned about the millennial generation is that about 70% of them have written off the Christian church for a number of reasons, including:

1) They think the church to be anti-gay

2) They think the church to be anti-science
     The Millennials that I know are too scientifically sophisticated to believe that the earth is between 6,000-10,000 years old.  The Millennials that I know understand that the theory of evolution is the best scientific explanation we have for the way planet earth has changed and developed over a period of at least 4.5 billion years.
     So, if the only messages they are hearing from the church are:

1) You must believe that the earth is between 6,000-10,000 years old,
2) You cannot be a person of faith and affirm the science of evolution.
3) Public schools must teach creation science and intelligent design as valid scientific theories, 

Is it any wonder the Millennials are writing the church off as irrelevant? Not to mention countless others, regardless of what generation they are part of?
We need to be getting a different message out to the millennials and the rest of world, and the message is this: Having a relationship with the God we know in Jesus does not require us to check their brains or our evolutionary science at the door.
     What we can say to millennials and to other spiritual seekers is:

1)  The bible is not a science book.

2) The creation stories in Genesis (yes, there are two) are not scientific accounts of the way the universe was created.  They are poetic expressions of the faith of ancient Israel.  They are stories about who created all of this-God; not literal accounts of how God did it.           

     Consider the following: the creation story in the first chapter of Genesis describes the sky as a solid dome with water gathered behind it. It has the plants created on the third day and the sun and the moon on the fourth day.
      And when we read the second chapter of Genesis, a whole different story of creation emerges: in that story the man Adam is created first, then the vegetation, then the animals, and finally Adam is divided and woman emerges.

     The people who wrote the Bible lived during a pre-scientific age.  They wrote stories to affirm their belief in God and the wonder of the world they saw around them. 
     Like the writers of the creation stories in Genesis, we can affirm that God has created all that exists, and continues the ongoing work of creation, without having to say that we know exactly how God did it. We can safely leave it to science to give us the best theories about how it all happened.  And, so far, the best of those scientific theories is the theory of evolution. 

     Some people of faith, you may be among them, are fearful that, if Christians affirm the science of evolution, we will be stepping on a slippery slope that inevitably leads to atheism.

     I submit to you that that need not be the case.  Someone, I can’t remember who, came up with a term that can be helpful to those of us who want to affirm our faith in God and the science of evolution at the same time.  The term is “Theistic Evolution”. 

     Theistic evolution affirms that God exists, and that God creates all that exists. Theistic evolution affirms that the method that God uses to create life is evolution. Evolution happens by natural selection, as changes occur over time in the genes of various species, and they adapt to their environments. In addition, theistic evolution affirms that God is still active in the world, working through natural processes. God does not set it all into motion and then walk away, never to be seen or heard from again. 
     This creating God, whose relationship with us continues to evolve over time, is a God whose ongoing creativity can be seen everywhere we turn.  And, as people who proclaim the lordship of Jesus Christ, we can say with boldness that resurrection is a sign of evolution.

     Resurrection is a sign that God is not finished with the work of creation.
     Resurrection is a sign that God has not given up on us or the creation God loves so much.

     Resurrection is a sign of evolution.  Listen to these words of Paul from 2 Corinthians 5:17: “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation; everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!  All this is from God…”
     God’s work is ongoing; God’s creation is ongoing; God’s creation is evolving and we are part of that process, because of the new life given to us in Christ. Amen.
