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Generally speaking, I have never been one of those preachers who talk with the Bible in one hand and the New York Times (or whatever newspaper of choice) in the other. But over the last year or so I have been following with greater interest any news story that concerns the intersection of politics and religion. Lucky for me, there has been no shortage in this area.  Since its founding, we have always been a nation consumed by matters of religion though, I might say, not always in the healthiest of ways. Nevertheless, questions about the role that religion does and should play in the civic and public life of our very diverse America continue to take center stage in our national discourse and in the debate between competing visions of what America means and how those visions ought to be implemented in today’s world.


One such story is taking place not so far from us, in a small town in central Pennsylvania, just outside of York, approximately 25 miles south of Harrisburg. In the historical record, Dover, PA will be remembered as the new Dayton, Tennessee, the site of the famous Scopes “Monkey” trial of 1925. Eighty years ago, John Thomas Scopes, a high school biology teacher in the Dayton public school system, was arrested on charges of teaching Darwin’s Theory of Evolution in his classroom, an activity that had been made illegal by state law and actually remained constitutional until it and similar statutes were struck down by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1968.


Today, as we sit here, arguments are being heard by a U.S. District Court judge in Dover in a related case. This time, a group of parents have accused the school district of promoting religion in the guise of science with its new requirement that science teachers introduce their lessons on evolution with a statement that presents “Intelligent Design” as an alternative theory to the long-accepted Darwinian view of the origins of life on earth. According to its promoters, “Intelligent Design” is based upon the belief that the universe is so radically complex in nature that it could only have been created by some “intelligent” being or designer.


Having followed this case specifically and its related issues in general for some time now, I have decided that it is time for me to come out of the closet. Even though I am a liberal, registered Democrat and a card-carrying member of the ACLU and Americans United against Church and State, I stand here today in front of you and say, “I believe in Intelligent Design and an Intelligent Designer.”


Now that the shock of this revelation has died down, let me say that I have long felt this way, before the phrase “Intelligent Design” was ever coined. To my thinking, the world is just too amazingly incredible to have come about by random chance. Think about it -- from the infinity of the cosmos to the eternity of sub-atomic particles. Look at the amazing composition of a head of broccoli, in which the whole is made up of succeedingly smaller portions that in fact mirror the whole (I believe this is called fractals). Watch the movement of an ant colony or the organization of a beehive. How do these collections of small creatures function with such precision of purpose and intention? Look at a child as it comes into this world and follow it as it grows and develops and matures and turns into the unbelievable person sitting next to you – one minute an infant in a stroller squealing with unbounded delight; the next minute an inquisitive toddler rifling through the siddur as if she knows what she’s reading, even as she doesn’t know what reading is; one minute a loveable and irritating teenager wrestling with the confusion of hormones and peer pressures and honest questions of how to survive and grow up in this world; the next minute a beautiful young adult graduating college, ready to create his own life in a world of endless possibilities and challenges.


And finally, if you will, look at your own self and see inside you and your life the infinite complexities of an entire universe – your body that functions each day, each second, without any conscious effort to make it happen; your mind, which is able to contemplate itself contemplating itself contemplating itself; your soul, which can fill with joy and pain and fear and grief and awe and laughter. “O God… when I behold your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and stars that you set in place, what are [we] that you are mindful of [us], mortal beings that you take note of [us]; you have made [us] a little less than the angels, and adorned [us] with glory and majesty.” (Ps.8:4-5)

Yes, I believe in “Intelligent Design”. My experience of my own life and the world around me leads me to no other possible conclusion. But by now I think it is pretty clear that I am speaking as a religious person and not a scientist, which I am definitely not. While I have always found science to be a subject of fascination, my grasp of it is that of an educated layperson. In school I enjoyed studying biology with the possible exception of having to dissect animals. Chemistry, like algebra was intriguing, maybe because it seemed so totally abstract and philosophical; maybe because I had a teacher who taught it while doing a soft-shoe shuffle and singing little ditties about ionic bonding. With physics my brain came to a grinding halt! And in college, while my pre-med friends cracked their heads on organic “chem”, I fulfilled my science requirements learning about the biology of headaches and the effects of chemicals on the environment. 

But in spite of it my limited scientific comprehension, I am no less a believer in science than I am in religion, if in observing today’s world one could conceivably say such a thing. And yet, currents events might cause us to think that we are being forced to choose between the truths of science and the truths of religion. History reveals that the two have had a long and tumultuous relationship, each in its own turn claiming victory and dominance in the cultural consciousness. At times, religion has dominated and overruled science and restricted the free inquiry of the human mind. At other times, science has arrogantly derided religion as the stuff of simple and primitive minds. And yet neither goes away, both holding strong sway over our hearts and our minds. And perhaps that is as it was really meant to be.

I believe that creation is too large and too complex to be ruled by a single paradigm of “knowing”. And I believe that the human brain is, at least at this sitting, the most elegant, mysterious, and indefinable piece of work of an equally elegant, mysterious and indefinable “Intelligence” – that which many have dared to call God. And I believe that God created this brain and has given it to us in order to observe and explore and question and doubt and reveal all the wonders and workings of our universe -- in other words, to make and do science to the greatest extent of our abilities. And I believe that it is the nature of human being to be humbly cognizant of both our amazing capabilities and the extremities of our limitations. For though we are made a little lower than the angels, in the grand scheme of things we are still as small as a grain of sand on the beach or the twinkling of a star hundreds of light years away.


But to come back from worlds far across time and space and return to that little town in Pennsylvania on this Rosh Hashanah morning, this day, when we proclaim “hayom harat olam, today the world is born” -- as an American, I am free to believe as I wish, whether I choose to believe that the world was created in six literal days by the God of the Bible, or by the “higher intelligence” of space aliens from another planet, or out of the bloody carcass of an ancient Babylonian mother-goddess. My faith and my right to it are guaranteed by the Constitution and by the historical grapplings of the American people with it. My faith need not be grounded in science, and it is certainly not science itself. And when it comes to the teachings of science in our public schools, our children deserve the best we have to offer them – the observations and evidence and theories of the finest minds based on the best methods of honest scientific inquiry. Religion has no authority to intrude on the scientific process and science education any more than science has the right to dictate religious faith and practice.

Nonetheless, the two cannot and need not be relegated to separate and wholly unrelated domains. The best that each “world” has to offer needs to speak to and complement the other for the sake of our world and for the sake of our humanity.  Let me put it this way: science describes, religion responds. Science may try to explain how the Nile might have turned into blood and how locusts, hail, pestilence and other plagues may have destroyed the agricultural economy of the great Egypt civilization. But it is religion that raises the cry, “Let my people go.” Science can measure the distance between stars, the depths of the ocean, and even how the Sea could have split before our ancient Israelite ancestors. But it is religion that inevitably responds “mi chamocha ba-eylim Adonay? Who is like you Adonay among the mighty, glorious in holiness, awesome in praise, doing wonders?” Science will explain how the sound of the shofar is made by the vibration of the lips that sets in motion subsequent vibrations of a column of air through the ram’s horn. But it is religion that hears in the piercing blast of the shofar the cry of broken hearts, the plea to return home and the call to justice and redemption. On Rosh Hashanah we proclaim an eternal mystery, the majestic sovereignty and the moral grandeur of an Intelligent Designer that is conscious of its creation and so concerned with its creatures that it calls us to account for our deeds, for our lives, and for our responsibilities in this creation. We have been given the gifts of heart and mind to plumb the depths of our inner and outer worlds, to go where no one has gone before and to do so with awe and humility. And we are given as well the ability and good sense of discerning the appropriate times and places for each. Today we say, “This day the world is born; this day we stand in judgment.” Tomorrow, when we return to our classes and our books, we needn’t forget that.
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