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Churches strive to bridge the perceived gap between faith and reason
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Western suburbs — 

Mention Charles Darwin’s name in some religious circles and you’ll get a few dirty looks.


This caricature of Charles Darwin appeared in the March 22, 1871, issue of The Hornet magazine.

Darwin published his landmark book “On the Origin of Species” in 1859, in which he laid out the evidence for natural selection as the mechanism driving biological evolution. The notion that all living beings — including humans — descended from common ancestry is as controversial today with many people as it was when Darwin first proposed it more than 150 years ago.

“Some religious people fear that science is going to dispel their faith in God, and some science people fear that religion is going to impede their work,” said the Rev. Scott Jansen, pastor of Riverside Presbyterian Church in Riverside. “It’s important to have a dialogue and show these fears aren’t necessary.”

Riverside Presbyterian, 116 Barrypoint Road, will participate in the sixth annual Evolution Weekend during its 10 a.m. worship service Sunday. Congregations across the country will take part in an effort to address concerns that religious belief and science conflict with each other.

Evolution Weekend is held each year in conjunction with Darwin Day. Charles Darwin was born on Feb. 12, and the International Darwin Day Foundation describes the event as a time to commemorate not only Darwin’s scholarship but also “the enormous benefits that scientific knowledge, acquired through human curiosity and ingenuity, has contributed to the advancement of humanity.”

Ministers offer sermons during Evolution Week to confront the perceived irreconcilability between religion and science. Some congregations focus on a specific scientific theme such as environmentalism, while others broaden the discussion to larger questions.

The Rev. Steve Swanson, pastor of St. Paul Lutheran Church in Villa Park, said his congregation will celebrate Evolution Weekend a week later than most other churches. He will speak on the issue at the 5 p.m. service Saturday, Feb. 19, and at the 8 and 10:45 a.m. services Sunday, Feb. 20. St. Paul Lutheran is at 545 S. Ardmore Ave. in Villa Park.

“We’ve done this every year in different ways,” Swanson said. “It’s important to confront the belief that all pastors believe in creationism. If we don’t say that creationism is not science and is bad religion, people will conclude we accept it and that we believe science and religion are in conflict. In contrast, science and religion are asking two different questions.”

Many religious fundamentalists espouse a belief in a literal interpretation of the biblical book of Genesis. They oppose some aspects of evolution because it denies the doctrine of special creation for humans and because it relies on evidence that the Earth is billions of years old.

“It’s hard to believe that fundamentalism has taken such deep roots in our culture, but it has,” Swanson said.

The Rev. Frederick Reklau of Winfield, author of the book “Partners in Care: Medicine and Ministry Together,” became involved with an affiliated endeavor called the Clergy Letter Project. A retired pastor in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, Reklau is an active member of St. Paul Lutheran Church in Wheaton.

Begun in 2004 by biologist Michael Zimmerman, the Clergy Letter Project has collected more than 12,000 signatures of ministers from various religious traditions who oppose creationism. They wanted to express their concern over the threat posed to society by a growing demand that intelligent design be taught alongside evolution in public schools. In the letter, the ministers declare that religious faith and science can peacefully coexist.

“When I became aware of the letter, of course I signed it," said Reklau, the former pastor of St. Andrew’s Lutheran Church in West Chicago. "The real point of the Clergy Letter Project is to argue that intelligent design or creation design is not real science and should not be forced upon students in public schools. If private or parochial schools wish to teach intelligent design, that’s fine. But it has no place in public schools.”
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