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Praise Darwin.

That notion may seem sacrilegious to traditional churchgoers, but dozens of clergy across metro Detroit plan today to celebrate the virtues and ideas of Charles Darwin, the English naturalist whose theory of evolution is being remembered this month on the 200th anniversary of his birth.

Their efforts are part of a growing movement to help congregations both believe in God and accept evolution at the same time.

Some fear the United States will lose ground as a world leader in education and technology if the public rejects the basics of science. So to them, it makes moral sense to honor Darwin, who laid the foundation of modern biology and parts of other sciences.

"It's important for people of faith to go on record as saying we have no conflict with science," said the Rev. James Rhodenhiser, rector of St. Clare of Assisi Episcopal Church in Ann Arbor. "Otherwise, people may get an impression that religious people are dumb, ignorant and hostile to science."

St. Clare is one of about 25 Michigan congregations that are participating in Evolution Weekend, a project started in 2005 at Butler University in Indiana to encourage pastors to discuss Darwin annually around his Feb. 12 birthday.

Rhodenhiser plans to talk about evolution in church Sunday and show a movie about the religious beliefs of Darwin, who once studied to be an Anglican clergyman. Other area clergy have similar plans, part of a wide range of events in Michigan this month honoring Darwin in local churches and universities.

The events come at a time of increasing reluctance by Americans to accept evolution because of religious fundamentalism, said Jon D. Miller, a Michigan State University professor. From cancer research to DNA evidence, Darwin's ideas have led to many benefits, but Miller's research shows that Americans are half as likely to accept evolution compared with other countries such as Sweden.

Elder Levon Yuille of the Bible Church in Ypsilanti is among area clergy concerned by the Darwin events.

"I don't understand why Christians would celebrate his birthday when it is contradictory to the Christian position, the creationist view," Yuille said. "I think that would be troubling to celebrate that type of thing in church."

But the Rev. Marshall Dunlap of Redeemer United Methodist Church in Harper Woods said he plans to defend Darwin today in church against the views of a pro-creationist parishioner.

The efforts by Michigan clergy to recognize Darwin's work has support among scientists.

"There is room for God in my understanding of how the universe works," said Danita Brandt, a professor of geological sciences at Michigan State University who studies evolutionary patterns in invertebrates and is co-organizing several Darwin birthday events this month at MSU. "Science and religion are both important."

Scientists like Brandt are concerned that Darwin's ideas have increasingly come under attack by some evangelicals, Southern Baptists, and others with a more literal view of the Bible. Most recently, evolution opponents have touted the idea of intelligent design, urging schools across the United States to teach it in classrooms.

In 2004, evolution opponents tried unsuccessfully in Dover, Pa., to assert their ideas in a notable court battle over evolution that featured the expert testimony of Rob Pennock, an MSU professor of philosophy and science who spoke against creationism and intelligent design.

On the other extreme is the new crop of vocal atheists, most notably British scientist Richard Dawkins, who scoff at any religious belief in their praises of Darwin. In between are Brandt and a lot of other scientists and clergy.

"We're the silent majority," Brandt said.

Still, Brandt and others said they recognize the limits of reconciling the worlds of religion and science. For them, the two exist in separate spheres, both of which should be respected.

"Religious belief gives me comfort in areas of my life that have nothing to do with science," she said. "When a loved one dies, I do not get solace in my scientific understanding of what is happening."
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