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Michael Dowd, who calls himself “America’s Evolutionary Evangelist,” starts out his book Thank God for Evolution:  How the Marriage of Science and Religion Will Transform Your World like this:
“Satan obviously has a foothold in this school!" I told my roommate twenty-five years ago at Evangel University. Moments earlier, I had stormed out of freshman biology class after the teacher held up the textbook we were going to use, and I recognized it as one that taught evolution. How else could I explain why a Bible-believing, Assemblies of God institution would teach evolution?

A little background...

I grew up Roman Catholic. As a teenager—like so many of my peers during the 1970s—I struggled with alcohol, drugs, and sexuality. In 1979, while in Berlin, Germany, and serving in the U.S. Army, I was "born again." Six months later I experienced what Pentecostals call "baptism in the Holy Spirit," evidenced by speaking in tongues. For the next three  years, the people I fellowshipped with, the books I read, the television programs I watched, and the music I listened to all reflected a fundamentalist perspective strongly opposed to evolution.

I was taught that evolution was of the devil. It was antithetical to the Word of God and would seduce people away from godly thinking and living.  I believed Darwinism was the root of most social problems, and I was deeply concerned for my friends and family—especially those caught in the snares of a secular humanistic worldview. I even distributed anti-evolution tracts and was eager to debate anyone who thought the world was more than six thousand years old. So how was I to make sense of the fact, as I soon discovered at Evangel, that virtually all evangelical colleges and universities teach evolution?

The shift occurred in three steps. First, I came to know and trust several students and teachers before learning that they held evolutionary worldviews. Having already conversed, prayed, sung, and worshipped with each, I couldn't write any of them off as demonically possessed. The second influence was the biblical studies and philosophy courses I took at Evangel. Both the content and the professors reinforced the idea that "all truth is God's truth." The final element in my transformation was a budding friendship with a Roman Catholic hospital chaplain and former Trappist monk, Tobias Meeker. Before I discovered that Toby considered himself a "Buddhist-Christian," and that he embraced a process theology understanding of evolution, I had already assessed that he was the most Christ-like man I had ever met.

The past two and a half decades have been an amazing journey. After completing my undergraduate work at Evangel (double majoring in biblical studies and philosophy), I went on to earn a Master of Divinity degree at Eastern Baptist Theological Seminary. Although I learned to accept evolution at Evangel, I did so only with my mind—not my heart. That final shift happened suddenly, in February 1988. I was in Boston for the first session of a course titled "The New Catholic Mysticism," taught by cultural therapist Albert LaChance. Albert began by telling the scientific story of the Universe in a way that I had never heard it told before—as a sacred epic. Less than an hour into the evening, I began to weep. I knew I would spend the rest of my life sharing this perspective as great news. My evangelizing began shortly thereafter as an avocation wedged into the rest of my life. Even so, virtually everything I've preached and written since that epiphany has been in service of a God-glorifying understanding of evolution, such that others, too, might experience our common creation story as gospel and be inspired to serve God accordingly.

By no longer opposing evolution, but wholeheartedly embracing it as the "Great Story" of 14 billion years of divine grace and creativity, I now have a more intimate relationship with God and a more joyful walk with Christ than ever before. Throughout this book, I will be sharing how and why this is the case, and I will do so in ways that non-Christians and non-religious people can also celebrate.

Today we here at Second Parish are joining over 600 churches across the country which are celebrating Evolution Sunday – an opportunity to advocate for a scientific understanding of how life has changed and continues to change on this earth from the perspective of people of faith.  But why should we take the time to do this?  Isn’t evolution properly the realm of science and quite isolated from the concerns of religion?  Actually, it has implications for both.  

First of all, let’s be clear that science and religion address different parts of our living here on earth; as Stephen Jay Gould put it, they are different magisteria, different realms of understanding.  Science addresses the question of what can be determined to be so in our world, and therefore addresses the material reality around us.  Here’s a definition of science from the National Academy of Sciences: “The use of evidence to construct testable explanations and prediction of natural phenomena, as well as the knowledge generated through this process.”
  In turn, religion answers questions of meaning:  Who are we? Where did we come from? Where are we going? Why are we here? What ultimately matters? How are we to live? What happens when we die?  To those meaning questions, science can offer some illumination, but in the end we each face choices in our lives which will never yield to scientific experimentation or validation; and those who try to live by choices made purely from the head, from experiment, from skepticism, are likely to find their lives sterile and ultimately unsatisfying.  So both sides are needed – science to grapple with the world around us, its beauty, complexity, and ultimate value, and religion to provide the meaning for our own living here in this realm we are given to enjoy and cherish.

One important perspective as we consider the differences between science and religion is to understand that they use different languages, or, perhaps better, that they use language differently.  As Michael Dowd puts it, 

It is vital to remind ourselves, from time to time, of two complementary sides of the one coin of our experience.  On one side is the realm of what’s so:  the facts, the objectively real, that which is publicly and measurably true.  Let’s call this side of reality our day experience.  We talk or write about it using day language – that is, normal everyday discourse.  The other side of our experiential coin I call night experience.  It is communicated through night language, by way of grand metaphors, poetry, and vibrant images.  Our attention is focused on, What does it mean?  This side of our experience is subjectively real, like a nighttime dream, thought not objectively real.  Night language is personally or culturally meaningful.  It nourishes us with spectacular images of emotional truth.

We as Unitarian Universalists have a long history of supporting public education and promoting the spread of knowledge – of science in its many forms – as a way of helping to form individuals who are better prepared for living and being citizens of this nation.  Horace Mann, lifelong Unitarian, was an important early advocate of a generous public education for all here in Massachusetts during his tenure as Secretary of the State Board of Education starting in 1837.  Our contemporary controversies over religion and public education would not have seemed strange to him at all.  This from his biography:
In his own lifetime he was criticized both by those who felt his approach to be anti-Christian and also by those who felt his "common denominator" approach to Christianity were simply reflections of his own liberal interests in Unitarianism and phrenology. Today he is still criticized by both sides, as religious conservatives often blame him for taking the steps that would lead to the complete secularization of the public school system while liberals sometimes criticize his lack of interest in making public education more comfortable for non-Christians. Practically, however, Mann's compromise was possibly the only one that could have both satisfied the day's legal requirement for religious education in the schools and also allowed for the tremendous expansion under his leadership of the availability of public education to an increasingly diverse population.

Now, we don’t do science here, we do religion.  But we care deeply about making sure that all children are educated in the truth and that they also know how to answer those big questions of meaning.  We ask questions here, but we also talk about how we should go about living even if we don’t know all the final answers.  Some of us may find ourselves a little uncomfortable with the theory of evolution – much like some of the conservative religious opponents of evolution – because it seems to lay open the possibility that our lives are not meaningful, just part of a purposeless, blind meandering by the universe toward who knows what.
That’s where the gospel – the good news – that Michael Dowd evangelizes for comes in.  As we noted before, science tells us what can be tested and found – at least for the moment – to be true.  Science by its nature is subject to change and correction – it doesn’t give us truth for all times.  The Theory of Gravity as propounded by Newton, which stood so long as absolute truth, was superseded in part by Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, which was in turn corrected and augmented by the further work of his successors.  What we have in science is a method, a process of getting closer and closer to truth, of sifting and winnowing, but not therefore of finding final or ultimate answers.  We do know from the study of the development of the universe and of life here on earth that the processes of development seem to move in the direction of greater and greater organization and complexity.  From the primeval muck of the story we shared with the children there have eventually developed ears and eyes and consciousness.  We might say that the universe has been learning to hear, and to see, and – in humans, using all their wit and insight – to come to understand itself.  Evolution appears to move relentlessly, if by fits and starts, toward more complexity, more diversity, more self-understanding.  Even when development in one direction is blocked – think of the destruction of the dinosaurs 65 million years ago – even then a new direction emerges of even greater promise:  it was precisely that catastrophe for the dinosaurs which opened up room for the mammals to develop, and here we are!
We can say three things about the good news of evolution.  First, the universe can be trusted.  As we look back on the long history of the development of the universe, from the Big Bang to the emergence of life from stardust, we find that at every step, despite every overwhelming obstacle, the universe can be counted on to develop toward greater diversity, greater complexity, greater awareness, greater speed of change, greater intimacy with itself.  Over and over, natural catastrophes have proven to be opportunities for new life, new complexity, new hope.  The second piece of good news is that we are all part of the universe in its unfolding wonder.  As a Native American elder, Black Hawk, put it, “The first peace, which is the most important, is that which comes within the souls of men and women when they realize their relationship, their oneness, with the Universe and all its powers.”
  As Michael Dowd puts it, “We are a means by which Nature can appreciate its beauty and feel its splendor.  We also, of course, contribute in our own ways to the chaos and breakdowns that will, in turn, catalyze further creativity.”
  Thirdly, we can help to make meaning in our lives by accepting what is and being in integrity.  Animals, of course, don’t spend a lot of time fretting about what has gone wrong or been unfair for them – they recognize the situation they are in and act accordingly.  We, too, can find peace in our own lives by accepting what is and then making life right.  This means that, just as we can trust in the Reality which has brought the universe along for 14 billion years to the place where we can see it and reflect it back, so we can also trust “that all the difficult, painful, or discouraging experiences in our own lives, and in the world as a whole, are nevertheless part of the creative process, and can be embraced by the arms of faith.”
   Growing in integrity means that I must also accept my shadow side – the part of me that I sometimes wish I could forget about – and make it part of me.  It means seeking forgiveness for wrongs we have done to others, and then trusting that despite the messes we have caused, Reality – God, if you will – will creatively make them turn towards good instead of ill.  One way of thinking about God in this manner is expressed by Gene Marshall:
When the Bible or classical theology referred to ‘God’ as an individual person, this was a pictorial way of talking about ‘reality in all its fullness’.  God is not the greatest or largest of beings.  God is the ground of all being.  God is that awesome and mysterious Reality in which all things live and move and have their being, and out of which all things emerge and into which all things return.

This is an example, as noted above, of night language, language which addresses meaning and purpose, and which situates our lives within this beautiful universe in which we are privileged to live.  There is much more to be said on this, but for the moment let us just hold in our hearts that the universe can be trusted, that we are part of it, and that we have a part to play, each of us, by living out our own particular place with integrity.
I’d like to close with this from Thomas Berry, cultural historian and Catholic geologian, one of the first to speak of the unfolding of the universe story as The Great Work:

"The basic mood of the future might well be one of confidence in the continuing revelation that takes place in and through the Earth. If the dynamics of the Universe from the beginning shaped the course of the heavens, lighted the Sun, and formed the Earth. If this same dynamism brought forth the continents and seas and atmosphere; if it awakened life in the primordial cell and then brought into being the unnumbered variety of living beings, and finally brought us into being and guided us safely through the turbulent centuries. There is reason to believe that this same guiding process is precisely what has awakened in us our present understanding of ourselves, and our relation to this stupendous process. Sensitized to such guidance from the very structure and functioning of the Universe, we can have confidence in the future that awaits the human venture."

Amen. 
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