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Cobb County, Georgia. A sticker added to the cover of the High School biology text reads, “This textbook contains material on Evolution. Evolution is a theory, not a fact, regarding the origin of living things. This material should be approached with an open mind, studied carefully and critically considered.”

In Dover, Pennsylvania, High School biology teachers are now required to read a similar, but longer statement to their students. In addition to telling the class that Evolution is by no means a fact, it also encourages them to learn about Intelligent Design as an alternative.

In Kansas, there have been repeated attempts to delete Evolution from the entire statewide science curriculum and replace it with lessons on Intelligent Design.

At least 31 states are taking steps to discredit, replace, or teach alternatives to Evolution. A CBS poll last November found 65% of Americans would favor teaching strict biblical Creationism in addition to Evolution. 37% of Americans would happily have Creationism taught instead of Evolution.

Asked about such changes to biology curricula, President George W. Bush said, “I think that part of education is to expose people to different schools of thought. You’re asking me whether or not people ought to be exposed to different ideas, the answer is yes.”
 Senator Bill First went further proposing education that has “a broad range of fact, of science, including faith.”

Should we be concerned with these attempts to add diversity to the study of biology? Isn’t critical thinking and a broad range of ideas exactly what education should be about?

Challenges to Evolution are not new. When Charles Darwin published his landmark work, The Origin of Species, in 1859, the religious and scientific communities responded with horror to his supposed claim of men descending from monkeys. The famous Scopes Monkey trial of 1925 pitting William Jennings Bryant against Clarence Darrow was an unsuccessful challenge to the law that forbade the teaching of Evolution, or any theory that denies the story of Creation by God as recounted in the Bible.

Since the Scopes trial, however, the U.S. Supreme Court has established that teaching Biblical Creation in public school is a violation of the separation of Church and State.
 But such rulings have never stopped religious fundamentalists. Sometimes they simply ignore them and wait for someone to have the nerve to sue. Other times they find fancy and clever alternate routes to reach the same goal.

And that’s where Intelligent Design comes in. Simply put: Take your watch. It’s very efficient, complicated, quite clever. It couldn’t have just happened into that form. Even though you never met him, saw him, or know anything about him, you still know the watch had a watchmaker. The world – and our lives within it – are even more complex, and diverse, and efficient to have happened through the mere chance of natural selection. At some point, a designer must have planned and created living beings. The text Of Pandas and Peoples was the first place the term Intelligent Design or ID was widely used. It reads, “Intelligent design means that various forms of life began abruptly through an intelligent agency, with their distinctive features already intact — fish with fins and scales, birds with feathers, beaks and wings. Some scientists have arrived at this view since fossil forms first appear in the rock record with their primitive features intact, rather than gradually developing.”
 In their view, Darwin was wrong. Life did not evolve from the simplest forms to the current ones through natural selection over an extended period, but was intentionally directed and created on a micro-scale.

So what’s wrong with this kind of thinking? Don’t we, as Jews, consistently refer to a divine being that created the universe? Aren’t we created in God’s image? Isn’t such thinking more palatable and appropriate than teaching biblical Creation is schools? Shouldn’t we line-up behind Intelligent Design?

Some Jews have. Rabbi Marc Gellman of ‘The God Squad’ recently wrote “[I] do not think the biblical story of Creation should be taught in school, but [I] do agree with President George W. Bush that the concept of Intelligent Design should be taught in science class as another scientific theory on how life came to be.”

The problem, though, is that Intelligent Design isn’t science. “For something to be scientific, it has to be observable, measurable, and able to be duplicated. What do we do with the dinosaurs? What do we do with the fossils of extinct animals? It is estimated that 95% of all living organisms ever to grace the face of the earth are now extinct. ‘Never mind,’ say the ID folks. ‘The Intelligent Designer put these fossils and bones here too.’ How do we account for the fact that New Zealand has no snakes, that we humans have been blessed with an appendix that serves no purpose but to make us sick, or that some species exist only in certain parts of the world and not in others? The advocates of Intelligent Design cannot answer these questions.”

Even Dr. Phillip Johnson, the ‘father’ of Intelligent Design recognizes this isn’t science saying, “This isn’t really, and never has been a debate about science. It’s about religion and philosophy.”
 Intelligent design is Genesis Chapter One dressed up in a lab coat and spouting big scientific words. This is creative repackaging of Creation to make it legally acceptable for the courts of the 21st century.

To be completely fair, the official documents of Intelligent Design do not claim it is based on faith nor do they offer the identity of the Designer of the world or make any specific reference to any one religion. Strict Christian Creationists find Intelligent Design to be a strong ally in their fight, but not the same as Creationism. While the original version of the ID text Of Pandas and People used the word Creationism instead of Intelligent Design, current usage is more ambiguous on the identity of the Intelligent Designer. I’m not sure what Biology teachers are supposed to respond when asked by a student, “Who is this Designer?” Answers in Genesis, a strict Creationist group, worries about this flaw. “Acceptance of ID thinking en masse could just as easily lead to New-Age or Hindu-like notions of Creation, as well as weird alien sci-fi notions”

This past summer, one biology researcher seized on that ambiguity. Bobby Henderson wrote to ten school boards currently trying to add ID to the curriculum saying, “If the Intelligent Design theory is not based on faith, but instead another scientific theory, as is claimed, then you must also allow [other theories] to be taught, [that are] also based on science, not on faith.” And he just happens to have one: Henderson argues, and cites his own scientific evidence, that the identity of the Intelligent Designer is the Flying Spaghetti Monster. While you may not have heard of the Flying Spaghetti Monster and his noodly appendage, he satirically notes that it has as much validity and science as Intelligent Design. He concludes, “I think we can all look forward to the time when these three theories are given equal time in our science classrooms across the country, and eventually the world; One third time for Intelligent Design, one third time for Flying Spaghetti Monsterism, and one third time for logical conjecture based on overwhelming observable evidence.”
 If ID is to be discussed, it should be in philosophy or social studies classes, but not in the world of science.

In a week and a half, we’ll celebrate Simchat Torah and read the story of Creation. This morning, we sit in synagogue and offer prayers and praise to a God that we call our Parent, our Ruler, our Creator. Intelligent Design may be bad science, but isn’t it an acceptable Jewish understanding of God as the Creator? As Rabbi Jonathan Miller recently wrote, I do believe that God is “the source of life, the source of morals, the source of holiness, the source of comfort and caring, and the source of hope. God is the source of all these things, yet I do not feel that I have to champion Intelligent Design or Creationism in the name of my faith.”

Science and religion are not parallel disciplines. They deal with different questions and need different answers. Simply put, Science tells us How, Religion tells us Why. When we try to use religion to explain science or vice-versa, we end up with muddled, contradictory results. Science is in the business of demonstrating the measurable and quantifiable. Religion is about faith – by definition, the belief in something that can’t always be rationally or logically shown. Last night, I talked about extremists who apply their own religious meaning where it doesn’t belong - to natural events such as Hurricane Katrina. Today is a day of faith not science. If you are looking for theorems and proofs on each point of our faith, you’re likely to be disappointed. Our search for forgiveness and wholeness is not measured in grams or parsecs, but in soul and heart.

Unfortunately, Jews have not, and still do not always feel that way. Throughout our history, Jewish sages and scholars have felt compelled to shoehorn religion into science or use science to explain religion. Sometimes it is to discredit the Bible such as those who insist the parting of the Sea of Reeds was an earthquake that hit just as the Israelites reached the seashore. That would still qualify as an impressive miracle to me – how God split the sea isn’t really what matters, only that it split.

Others use it to discredit scientific advancement that seems to contradict biblical text. Take the troublesome dinosaur. Dinosaur fossils cause Jewish and Christian Creationists and Intelligent Design advocates many headaches. If God created the world in six days and the earth is only a few thousand years old, where did these fossils dated hundreds of thousands of years come from? With a need to keep the age of the earth at 5766 years, some theologians posit that dinosaurs were found in the Garden of Eden with Adam and Eve and died out when Noah’s Flood came. The dating of the bones is inaccurate. Some have offered that God placed the fossils in the ground to test our faith And others have used a Kabalistic notion of a pre-Creation history. There were previous Creations before the one recounted in Genesis 1.
 Dinosaurs are remnants of those earlier Creations.

But even today, Ultra-Orthodox Jews struggle with modern science. You may have read about Rabbi Nosson Slifkin, the Zoo Rabbi, who sometimes works out of the Turtle Back Zoo. Rabbi Slifkin uses the diversity and inspiration of zoology and the animal kingdom to teach moral lessons. In the last year, a group of rabbis in the U.S. and Israel have banned Rabbi Slifkin’s very popular books. Since every claim in the book is based on “impeccable” Jewish sources, it is unclear why they are now attacking the Zoo Rabbi. One rabbi wrote that Slifkin’s books were “hair-raising to read….He believes that the world is millions of years old – all nonsense!”

Yet, Jewish thought is also filled with attempts to reconcile Creation and Evolution. For example, a midrash in Bereshit Rabbah argues that each day of the six days of Creation lasted more than 24 hours, perhaps for millions or billions of years.
 Contemporary Rabbi Gerald Schroeder, an MIT trained nuclear physicist, uses quark confinement and gamma rays to demonstrate that time flowed differently and lasted much longer during the six days of Creation.

But those attempts, while well-intentioned, I think miss a larger point. To turn to the pages of our Torah, this sacred text that guides our faith, and expect to find scientific truths is misguided. The Torah is not a science textbook, although it might have some things related to science. It isn’t a history book, although it recounts some history. It isn’t a legal code, although it is filled with laws. The Torah is a book of faith. It is a guidebook for living, not an almanac of life on earth.  As Orthodox Rabbi Dr. JH Hertz described it, Genesis’ purpose is “not to serve as a text book of astronomy, geology, or anthropology. Its subject is not to teach scientific facts; but to proclaim highest religious truths respecting God, Man, and the Universe.”
 We have midrash and commentary and modern interpretation because Torah is a living, growing, evolving text. When we see the Torah as texts to inspire, not as a blueprint of day-to-day life; when we use the Torah for vision rather than narrow obedience to the words, we best fulfill the Torah’s role in our lives.

This was the thinking of the complicated Rambam, Rabbi Moses ben Maimon also known as Maimonides. A twelfth century philosopher, scientist, and physician, he is probably the best known and greatest of all Jewish commentators. He remained faithful to the text, while also true to science. He encouraged Jews to read Genesis in a metaphoric sense to allow widespread understanding. He said that we should not read it superficially or blindly ignore the truths of science while exploring its meaning.
 In our time, let’s say this: The story in Genesis chapter one is the author’s best attempt to describe the incredible complexity of Creation in a few short, non-scientific, faith-based paragraphs. Given the time and place, the author didn’t do such a bad job. But it is a story that teaches us moral truths, not scientific ones. At its heart, Intelligent Design is using a religious story to explain science. That’s bad religion. And that’s bad science.

Science and Religion have their vital places in our lives. Although they may at times complement, they do not parallel each other. Let us enjoy Genesis for its beauty as a poetic reflection of the Creation of life. And let us defend Evolutionary theories based on the scientific method and rigorous scholarship, not religious dogma. Trying to combine the two is a messy, unfruitful process. Since Creationism and Intelligent Design are both religious based dogma, they have no place in our school science classes. The great science fiction write Isaac Asimov, who was also a Jewish bible historian, showed science and religion don’t mix in his short story, “How It Happened.”

My brother began to dictate in his best oratorical style, the one which has the tribes hanging on his words.

“In the beginning,” he said, “exactly fifteen point two billion years ago, there was a big bang and the Universe--”

But I had stopped writing.  “Fifteen billion years ago?” I said incredulously.

“Absolutely,” he said.  “I’m inspired.”

“I don’t question your inspiration,” I said.  (I had better not. He’s three years  younger than I am, but I don’t try questioning his inspiration.  Neither does anyone else or there’s hell to pay.)  “But are you going to tell the story of Creation over a period of fifteen billion years?”

“I have to,” said my brother.  “That’s how long it took.  I have it all here,” he tapped his forehead, “and it’s on the very highest authority.”

By now I had put down my stylus.  “Do you know the price of papyrus?” I said.

“What?”  (He may be inspired but I frequently noticed that the inspiration didn’t include such sordid matters as the price of papyrus.)

I said, “Suppose you describe one million years of events to each roll of papyrus.  That means you’ll have to fill fifteen thousand rolls. You’ll have to talk long enough to fill them and you know that you begin to stammer after a while.  I’ll have to write enough to fill them and my fingers will fall off.  And even if we can afford all that papyrus and you have the voice and I have the strength, who’s going to copy it?  We’ve got to have a guarantee of a hundred copies before we can publish and without that where will we get the royalties from?”

My brother thought a while.  He said, “You think I ought to cut it down?”

“Way down,” I said, “if you expect to reach the public.”

“How about a hundred years?” he said.

“How about six days?” I said.

He said, horrified, “You can’t squeeze Creation into six days.”

I said, “This is all the papyrus I have.  What do YOU think?”

“Oh well,” he said, and began to dictate again, “In the beginning -- Does it have to be six days, Aaron?”

I said, firmly, “Six days, Moses.”

Special thanks for inspiration from Rabbi Jonathan Miller, Temple Emanu-El, Birmingham, Alabama, and his sermon, “On Intelligent Design,” August 26, 2005.
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